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Abstract 
This thesis expands our understanding of how storytelling can contribute to the 
politics of staging a good welcome for young people from refugee backgrounds. 
Insights are drawn from a multi-stage, participatory action research project 
generating a range of creative outputs, which were co-produced and staged in a 
public cultural forum.  As performed activism these artefacts and events were 
designed to challenge the morally disengaged position taken by many Australian 
voters in recent times to the plight of asylum seekers. Overall, the study is an 
investigation of how the “conditions of hospitality” (Papastergiadis, 2011) may be 
reclaimed through co-creative, performative storytelling practices and how, in this 
way, the contours of a new “geography of welcome” may be mapped.  Ultimately, 
the thesis finds that paying attention to how space and scale are produced as part 
of the social praxis of the research collectives highlights the junctures where 
creative solutions and ethical quandaries are concentrated. This lens, an analytic 
drawn from feminist and cultural geography, also highlights the socio-spatial 
agency of actors and the place-making potential of a model of practice that I call 
“co-performative refugee storytelling”. If, as urban philosopher Henri Lefebvre 
(1991) and cultural geographer Doreen Massey (2005) claim, space is produced 
relationally, and if cultural activity is an important medium for the production of 
relational space, then the role of artists, storytellers and activists becomes a critical 
one in mediating an (insular or cosmopolitan) geopolitical imaginary, and in the 
creation of city spaces that are either welcoming or exclusionary. In the final 
analysis, “co-performative refugee storytelling” is theorised as an interweaving of 
three streams of practice: place-making, cultural translation and public pedagogy. 
At a practical level, this calibration may assist practitioners responsible for public 
programming in the cultural industries, as well as artists, educators and activists 
working to progress human rights, to negotiate the ethical and creative 
complexities that characterise the project of employing refugee life narratives in a 
politics of social change. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
1. Purpose of the study 
This study emerged out of my work in education and community arts over the last two 
decades, and my exposure to the struggle that refugees and asylum seekers experience as 
they negotiate the resettlement process in Australia. Over time questions about the nature 
of this struggle, and the roles of newcomer and host had persisted. I wanted to better 
understand the place of arts and culture, and the place of storytelling in particular, in 
mediating empathy and a better approach to social inclusion.  
 
In January 2014, the Sydney Morning Herald ran an article in which it was reported that, “a 
strong majority of Australians, 60 per cent (…) want the Abbott government to increase the 
severity of the treatment of asylum seekers” (Dorling, 2014, para. 4).  These statistics are 
significant given that the harshness of Australia’s treatment of asylum seekers has, over 
recent years, reached unprecedented levels of callousness, to the point where it has been 
widely condemned by domestic, non-government organisations—who have labelled it 
"immeasurably cruel" and "a clear abdication of our moral, humanitarian and international 
legal obligations" (Media Release, Australian Council of Social Services, 2012). Given also, 
that in March 2015, a United Nations investigation into the conditions for asylum seekers 
detained on Manus Island found that, "various aspects of Australia’s asylum seeker policies 
violate the Convention Against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or 
Punishment” (Human Rights Law Centre, 2015), the dissonance between the degree of 
popular human compassion for asylum seekers and civic censorship is striking. 
 
Popular endorsement of asylum seeker policies leading to harsh treatment has dire 
consequences for those in the process of fleeing persecution and armed conflict, and for 
those currently held in off shore detention. There are also harmful implications for those 
who are currently negotiating the process of resettlement on the mainland. The mechanism 
by which this failure of a moral response to the plight of such vulnerable people in Australia 
occurs has been the subject of a psychological study by Greenhalgh et al (2015) who 
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analysed how the self-regulatory mechanisms which would normally inhibit such treatment 
are disengaged in this context. This study provides evidence that, "Australians are using 
moral disengagement as a means of rationalising attitudes and behaviours toward asylum 
seekers that may otherwise be self-sanctioned" (p.15).  
 
It is increasingly clear from recent research in Australia that young people from refugee 
backgrounds arrive in Australia with an impressive capacity to adapt and a vital potential to 
make the most of all that is offered to them (Gifford et al., 2009; Ramirez & Matthews, 2008; 
Robinson, 2013; Stemac & Clarke, 2013;). A dynamic that has received scant scholarly 
attention in understanding the resettlement experience, however, is the impact of the 
environment that newcomers encounter and the warmth of the welcome.  A consideration 
of the role of arts and culture in the generation of a positive experience, from a population- 
wide perspective, is an even less studied aspect of refugee resettlement and social inclusion. 
 
There is ample evidence that storytelling activated through socially engaged, aesthetic 
approaches like theatre, visual arts and Digital Storytelling can evoke empathy and effect 
powerful changes for practitioners and participants who are directly involved in creative 
projects (Black, 2008; Bromley, 2010; Fox, 2007; Kindon, Pain, & Kesby, 2007; Low & 
Sonntag, 2013; Nixon, 2009; O’Neill, 2008; Parr & Stevenson, 2013). In this study the 
purpose was to explore storytelling practices as a way of engaging wider audiences in 
conversations about how we welcome refugees and asylum seekers. The purpose of the 
study overall was to develop a richer understanding of the aesthetic practices, tools and 
understandings that support life story co-creation as a form of socially engaged activism—to 
explore the possibilities of finding and galvanizing audiences in local as well as digitally 
networked, global environments. In sum, this research began with an intention to explore 
approaches to staging a better welcome for refugees and asylum seekers by delving deep 
into the evolving practices of participatory media and co-creative storytelling.  
 
Media studies scholar Jane Stokes (2012) claims “the drive to narrativise is present in human 
responses to the world - we can’t help ourselves; we interpret the world through 
narrativization. Narrative also conveys the ideology of a culture, and it is one of the means 
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by which values and ideals are reproduced culturally” (p.144). I speculated, therefore, on the 
efficacy of creative, cultural solutions; whether an expanded understanding of the craft of 
storytelling mediation in this context could re-engage empathy for refugee and asylum 
seekers and help to restore the “conditions of hospitality” (Papastergiadis, 2011). To walk a 
mile in someone else’s shoes we need, at least initially, to be guided into this terrain.   
 
Following this observation, a spatial orientation became a key orientation early in this 
investigation. Refugee narratives themselves are inherently geographical. It is difficult to 
hear stories about a refugee experience, like those the young people in these projects 
shared, without engaging with notions of transnational identities, dislocation, relocation, 
exile, boundaries and borders, home, hospitality and belonging. As Hyndman (2004) 
explains, “mobility, displacement, and migration are all constituted through politico-spatial 
relations” (p.170). Population, cultural and social geographers, analysing the patterns and 
experiences of refugee resettlement have, in recent years, been drawn to the seminal work 
of French social theorist and critical urban philosopher Henri Lefebvre (1991) and more 
recently to the feminist/post-structural ideas of Doreen Massey (1993, 1994, 2005).  
 
Lefebvre, in his humanist rework of Marxist theories, described space as lived in an 
everyday sense—produced through social and economic relationships and through cultural 
activity. His analysis of urban everyday life drew attention to the role of imagination in 
producing public space as a site of resistance through the work of artists, photographers, 
filmmakers and poets and the construction by subaltern groups of “counter-spaces” and 
“counter-publics” (1991, p.381-385).  Such a view opens up the city as a site continually 
under construction and this view has shaped much contemporary thought in critical and 
cultural geography relevant to the experiences of refugee resettlement.  
 
This analysis of space was a useful one in steering my exploration of the “geography of 
welcome”. It was useful because an understanding of refugee resettlement via a spatial 
understanding also opens up the possibilities for viewing the interactions among, and 
relationships between, host and newcomer as the object of study. If space is produced 
relationally, and if cultural activity is an important medium for the production of relational 
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space, then the role of artists and storytellers becomes a critical one in the creation of city 
spaces that are either “welcoming and embracing or alienating and exclusionary” (Phillips & 
Robinson, 2015, p.410).  
 
I knew as I was planning this project that there would be creative and ethical challenges that 
we—as arts practitioners, educators, community development workers, and settlement 
support workers—would encounter along the way. This study was framed by questions 
about what could be gained through undertaking this work in participatory and mindful 
ways. Conducting a situated study within an individual site would allow me to track some of 
the creative and ethical ways that storytelling capacity could be inspired and cultivated in 
others, and shared with audiences, with the aim of starting conversations about refugee 
resettlement and hospitality. I also planned to connect with, and define more clearly, the 
communities and publics we are working with—be they local, or national, or global. To this 
end I convened a multidisciplinary team of practitioners and together we designed a 
program of socially engaged storytelling work based on the life narratives shared by young 
people from refugee backgrounds. 
 
As a project team, what we found in the process of designing this project work was that 
engaging with the ethics of hospitality and welcome the way we did led us into an inventive 
and challenging field of practice. It led to having conversations with people we would not 
normally talk to, about things we would not normally talk about. It precipitated an intense 
burst of creativity across multiple, embodied art forms, and it also led to ethical quandaries 
and experiences that pushed us, as practitioners, into reflective, and at times uncomfortable 
spaces. In the process of making these discoveries we were required to consider what 
community meant, what being Australian meant and to consider these questions in a global 
context. It led ultimately to grappling anew with some timeless questions about how we 
learn to tolerate differences, address injustices and cohabit peacefully in spaces defined 
locally, nationally and globally.   
 
Our purpose as a research team was to contribute to this conversation by drawing on our 
creative experiments and experiences in storytelling in a specific urban location at a 
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particular historical point. As a collective of practitioners our starting point was a shared 
belief in the critical importance of asking these questions now, in this current political and 
cultural environment, about how we can stage a better welcome for young people from 
refugee backgrounds. We wanted to develop a better understanding of the usefulness of the 
process knowledge we hold—how the artistic and community development methods we 
employ in our various roles can be applied in constructive ways. 
 
2. Research process and summary of outcomes 
My approach to exploring these research questions was to stage a multi-partnership, 
participatory action research (PAR) project. My approach involved collaborating with others 
in an effort to engage with young people from diverse backgrounds through co-creative 
work such theatre, visual art and participatory video. In this study the investigation focused 
on the practitioners and our practice—the projects we designed and implemented using 
these arts based tools, to engage sensitively and ethically with young people who are new 
arrivals from refugee backgrounds, to collaborate to produce artistic outcomes and to stage 
creative intercultural encounters.  
Shifting the focus away from refugees and asylum seekers themselves as research 
“subjects” was a conscious choice and is central to the way this study was framed. In this 
research my intention from the start was not to examine these new settlers as “research 
subjects”, not to study their ability to adapt and settle well. In this study the purpose was to 
explore how storytelling, activated through socially engaged arts practice, could help local 
urban communities in Australia learn how to welcome refugees and asylum seekers in a 
more thoughtful, open minded and compassionate way.  My reasons for choosing this focus 
were also the motivating factors for other practitioners who joined me to explore refugee 
storytelling the way we did. Essentially, in this research we were interested in learning more 
about how Australian communities can become better hosts rather than how refugees can 
become better new settlers. This choice regarding “research subjects” is discussed further in 
“research limitations” at the conclusion of the thesis.  
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In the context of the fieldwork for this study I performed as a practitioner-scholar, and this 
thesis reports on a program of applied research, drawing on ethnographic observations that 
document the co-creative process and provide thick descriptions (Geertz,1973) of the 
challenges we faced and the learning we experienced. The creative outcomes produced 
through a collaborative process (the short films and collaborative artwork) are also a 
parallel, collective form of reporting on the research, consistent with the activist intentions 
of the research team in this community based setting. These creative outcomes are framed 
here as performed, public ethnography (Tedlock, 2007).  
 
For my research partners, the experience of engaging with participants and practitioners to 
design the Brave New Welcome (BNW) and Our True Colours (OTC) storytelling projects, and 
the experiences of working within these teams to stage the creative outcomes, were acts of 
creative solidarity as well as professional development opportunities. In other words, my 
collaborators acted both as arts practitioners/support workers/educators, as well as 
activists.  Although the tension between activism and professional roles was at times 
apparent, their participation in these storytelling projects pivoted on a concern with 
addressing both the cause and effects of conditions that jeopardise the wellbeing and 
human rights of the project participants.  As a practitioner-scholar I was also allied with the 
activist orientation of the project team. In convening action research collectives, and in 
performing the fieldwork, gathering and analysing the data, however, my orientation 
ultimately was investigative. I was interested in drawing on research approaches employed 
in performance studies, cultural studies, and education to examine the “everyday” practices 
of storytelling mediation closely, and to shed new light on a complex cultural phenomenon.  
 
In making sense of my research position I was influenced by human geographers Julie 
Graham and Katherine Gibson’s assertion that academia can usefully engage with "hybrid" 
research collectives, collaborating with, "researchers in the wild – civil society groups, 
localities, governments, movements, and businesses" (Gibson-Graham, 2008, p.629). While 
in the field, I positioned myself as a member of this hybrid, activist collective. Ultimately, 
however, although these boundaries were sometimes porous, my primary contribution in a 
negotiated “division of labour” (Gibson-Graham, 2008, p. 628), within this configuration, 
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was as an observer, a researcher and a scholar. Throughout this period of fieldwork I 
collected data in a range of forms, acted as an observer of my participation (Tedlock, 2007, 
p151) and subjected all of this to a cyclical process of reflection and analysis.  
 
Dwight Conquergood's (1988; 1985; 1991; 2002) body of work, and his articulation of a 
critical performance ethnography, as an approach to research founded in dialogue, praxis, 
and a politics of resistance, was also influential. The formulations offered by Conquergood—
a research approach that supports the idea of inquiry as creative intervention and 
performance as a site of resistance and interruption—have resonated in performance 
studies over the past two decades. Performance studies, as Conquergood conceived and 
performed it (his performance studies agenda arises from extensive fieldwork including 
performance projects with Hmong refugees, Laotian refugees in Thailand and Palestinian 
refugees in the Gaza Strip), represents an unravelling of the textual tethering that has been 
the historical focus of ethnography and much of cultural studies. He spoke of, “an 
ethnography of the ears and heart that reimagines participant-observation as co-
performative witnessing” (2002, p.142). Here Conquergood locates the researcher as an 
active agent in a “experiential participatory epistemology" (p.149), which embraces three 
different interwoven ways of knowing. Such a stance involves bringing into dialogue what 
Conquergood calls, "the three a's of performance studies: artistry, analysis, activism" 
(p.152), and forging "a unique and unifying mission around the triangulations of these three 
pivot points" (p.152). Elaborating on this alliterative construct, Conquergood explains these 
pivot points as, 
1. Accomplishment-the making of art and remaking of culture; creativity; 
 embodiment; artistic process and form; knowledge that comes from 
 doing, participatory understanding, practical consciousness, performing   
 as a way of knowing. 
2. Analysis-the interpretation of art and culture; critical reflection; thinking 
 about, through, and with performance; performance as a lens that  
 illuminates the constructed creative, contingent, collaborative  
 dimensions of human communication; knowledge that comes from  
 contemplation and comparison; concentrated attention and   
 contextualization as a way of knowing. 
3. Articulation-activism, outreach, connection to community; applications   
 and interventions; action research; projects that reach outside the  
 academy and are rooted in an ethic of reciprocity and exchange;  
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 knowledge that is tested by practice within a community; social  
 commitment, collaboration, and contribution/intervention as a way of 
 knowing: praxis. (p.152) 
 
The catalyst, and the lifeblood, for this study were the life stories that young people from 
refugee backgrounds were willing to share. It was clear from the start, however, that 
research engaging with these stories and these storytellers would need to be based on an 
inventive and collaborative form of communication, and it would need to be reciprocal in its 
operations. My plan was to form alliances and forge a program of work anchored by the 
triangulation of the three pivot points that Conquergood (2002) wove together with such 
poetry—artistry, analysis, activism.  
 
The research methods I adopted draw from the traditions of collaborative and activist 
research in participatory action research (PAR) and anthropology. The field work was 
designed as a PAR project, with a community based organisation providing refugee advocacy 
and settlement support as the central collaboration. I have used my reflections as the 
fieldwork progressed, alongside those of other members of the project team, to help 
describe how insights were gathered and acted upon. As part of the data I am drawing on,  I 
have included extracts from journal entries, memos, observations and interviews, to tell the 
story of the fieldwork we undertook and to document how our insights and decisions 
unfolded.   
 
In action research and in ethnography spatial terms, such as ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’, are 
often used to help researchers define their relationships with their research sites. PAR 
provided a research oriented framework for this project which directed us as researchers 
and practitioners to consider carefully our position in relation to the research participants, 
and to observe how in this project we found ourselves included as insiders at some levels 
while simultaneously, at another level we identified as outsiders (Herr & Anderson, 2015 p. 
55). Foregrounding these shifts in roles and status also provided insight into the parallel 
shifts in the communicative spaces we occupied (the importance of defining these 
communicative spaces as a critical element of the research method is explored further in 
chapter 4). PAR also provided the methods (cycles of planning, action and reflection) for a 
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layered exploration of the ethical challenges involved in working with refugee stories and 
bringing these stories into a public sphere.  
 
The collective intention that drove the development of the two storytelling projects, Brave 
New Welcome and Our True Colours, was to explore the use of personal stories as a way to 
invite audiences to step over the boundary of their imagined community of insiders and 
outsiders; to recognise a responsibility to respond to the global fallout of armed conflict, 
including the human cost, even though they might not share these experiences first hand. 
Gillian Whitlock (2007) characterises life narratives employed in this fashion as “soft 
weapons”. The aim was to harness this power that personal narratives can wield to invoke a 
moral response among local residents of Brisbane. We wanted these publics to consider 
more carefully their own role as hosts in a place of refuge and to join the struggle for 
change. We want them to care. We wanted to build solidarity. 
 
This study charts the way refugee stories generated by this project became the master script 
that allowed us to perform an ethics of hospitality. The project as a whole became an 
extended act of cultural mediation with microcosmic beginnings; it became an act of 
performative translation that gathered meaning and momentum and scope. In this thesis 
the temporal and spatial conveyance of these stories is mapped from their generation in 
intimate, creative workshop contexts to their public performance, packaged in a conscious, 
collective intention of sensitising audiences to the need for compassion, respect and social 
action. In providing rich descriptions of the way this group of practitioners carefully 
shepherded the stories shared by these young people into the public domain, this study 
expands the terms of the discussion in specific ways, focusing on the way the projects 
hinged on a series of creative and ethical challenges.  
 
This study arrives at findings in three modes. Firstly, as an outcome of our storytelling work, 
and through the process of engaging with critical and performed ethnographic research 
methods, the collective of practitioners and participants produced a set of creative works—a 
small collection of digital stories, two short films, visual art and installations, along with the 
events and platforms where these works were staged and shared with publics. These 
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artefacts and performances can stand alone as research outcomes although they are 
represented here as outcomes which augment and work in concert with the overall findings.  
 
Secondly, the study profiles a mode of engagement with groups of young people from 
diverse backgrounds where the intention is to claim public cultural space and mobilise an 
ethics of welcome. This mode of engagement, which I have called “co-performative refugee 
storytelling”, is characterised by a process of attending carefully to ethical and creative 
dimensions of the practice as storytelling is “scaled up” from micro to macro contexts.  
 
Thirdly, findings are also articulated by way of a conceptual framing of refugee storytelling 
which I produced alone (although drawing on my collaborators’ experiences and reflections), 
which makes use of spatial concepts drawn from contemporary urban philosophy and 
cultural geography. The discoveries and layers of new understandings that practitioners and 
participants achieved are drawn out and analysed and these are linked to scholarly debates 
in a range of disciplines—in cultural studies, educational philosophy, cultural geography, and 
the arts, including performance studies and community cultural development. In this way 
the study makes a contribution to knowledge in relation to both the theory and the praxis of 
co-performative storytelling with young people from refugee backgrounds; it presents novel 
philosophical and material perspectives on the art of constructing a space for welcome.  
 
3. Outline of the chapters 
Chapter Two establishes the context for this study through a description of the setting, 
starting narrowlly (at the micro scale) and widening the view (to the meso and macro scale). 
At the micro scale my position as a practitioner and a scholar is accounted for and this 
clarifies how I arrived at the research questions that frame the study. The focus is then 
widened to the meso scale, with a description of the local conditions framing this study and 
the formation of a partnership with the Romero Centre, a Brisbane community based 
organisation providing support and advocacy for refugees and asylum seekers. In this 
context the role of faith based organisation (FBOs) in Australia, in ameliorating the impact of 
Australia’s harsh treatment of asylum seekers, is discussed. This discussion establishes how 
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the absence of state sponsored civic responsibility in “good governance” in the treatment of 
asylum seekers created an opening for other kinds of ethical codes and agency to emerge. 
Critical here is the observation that the opportunity to bring these storytelling projects to 
fruition was underwritten by independent subscription to secular notions of 
humanitarianism and universal human rights among practitioners (in settlement support, 
education, peace building and the cultural sector), and the fragile “protection space” 
created by the host organisation’s faith-based “ethics of hospitality”.  
 
Finally, the chapter provides a brief contextualization of this study, and of the questions 
about how a good welcome for newcomers can be staged, in light of the wider context: 
Australia’s recent defensive response to asylum seekers who approach the nation by boat. 
The chapter ends with a consideration of how such attitudes are drawn from cultural 
scripts, which may be amenable to re-scripting. This reflection lends weight to the idea that 
the role of arts and culture in the generation of a positive experience, from a population 
wide perspective, is an important yet understudied aspect of refugee resettlement and 
social inclusion.  
. 
Chapter Three builds on this reflection by reviewing the literature on a contemporary 
storytelling methodology widely employed in the cultural and education sectors: Digital 
Storytelling (DST). The focus of this review is on the value and limitations of this 
methodology for practitioners working to translate the life narratives shared by refugees 
and asylum seekers into human rights activism. In particular, the under-theorised nature of 
the social processes that underpin digital story mediation practices is noted. The literature 
review traces the evolution of DST, as an offline, face-to-face practice, to its iterations in a 
new media environment, where creative content is generated and circulated via social 
networks. Scholarly work exploring the critical role of life stories in activist enterprises, 
along with the risks and possibilities for communicating and witnessing injustices, and for 
activism, in the current new media environment, is surveyed.  The use of emotion as 
currency, conveyed by the life narratives used in social justice activism, is also considered. 
This chapter concludes by surmising that role of culture and geopolitical imaginaries in 
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mediating such an effect is under-theorised which means that the ethical corollaries of 
representing refugee stories in this context are not yet well understood. 
 
Chapter Four accounts for the research design, the kinds of data collected, and the methods 
of analysis.  This chapter establishes how the actors worked to co-construct a context where 
knowledge was produced in various formats. The research design for this study hinges on a 
focus on the material practices of storytelling mediation. It builds on the research traditions 
of PAR and critical ethnography and the productive synergies between these two 
approaches. The storytelling projects at the heart of this study were framed by a 
participatory and collaborative research process, founded on the responses of the research 
collectives to a social and political context, and inspired by the personal experiences of the 
young people involved. The concept of an intercultural “contact zone” (Askins & Pain, 2011; 
M. L. Pratt, 1991), is fundamental both to the research design and to the learning generated 
by this study.  
In Chapter Five the development of the two parallel storytelling projects, Our True Colours 
(OTC) and Brave New Welcome (BNW) is outlined. The phases of action are narrated with a 
focus on the experiences of the facilitating team. Each project involved a series of linked 
stages with cumulative effect and this account draws attention to what members of the 
project team struggled with and learnt in the process of orchestrating these elements; what 
we learnt about applying the process knowledge and the arts practices we are familiar with, 
in this context, with these participants, and what we learnt about facilitating embodied, 
aesthetic experiences of intercultural contact.  This account includes a montage of data 
collected during the field work including extracts from planning meetings, evaluation 
sessions and practitioner interviews and reflections, the film scripts, photographs, 
researcher notes and memos. 
 
Chapter Six maps the theoretical grounding for the study, centering on explorations of place, 
space and scale. This framework is an outcome of grappling with the repercussions of 
complex field work which required sifting through a range of theoretical perspectives in 
post-colonialism, cultural studies, education, performance studies, and urban philosophy. 
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Through this and the next chapter, analytics derived from cultural and feminist geography 
are shaped as the centerpiece of the theoretical approach.  These ideas are put to work to 
make sense of the BNW and OTC storytelling projects in terms of “multi-scalar storytelling 
praxis” and the processes of “scaling up” intercultural communication and narrative practice.  
The iterative processes of participatory action research continually highlighted the relational 
practices of intercultural engagement and co-creativity.  This program of applied research,  
therefore, based on the activities outlined in Chapter Five, presented an opportunity for the 
materiality of co-creative media practice in this context to be considered carefully, and for 
new links between practice and theory to be made. The idea that facilitated storytelling —
what Wendy Hesford (1999, p.122) calls "counterautobiographic practices”—works to 
produce social spaces relationally (Lefebvre, 1991) is demonstrated in this chapter through 
tracing this iterative movement between theory and practice. Ultimately, the function of 
this chapter is to establish that if we understand that “co-performative refugee storytelling” 
has the potential to produce relational spaces then we may put this imaginary to use in 
practical ways. 
Chapter Seven draws all these threads together, building on the theoretical links established 
in Chapters Six, by assembling a new triad. “co-performative refugee storytelling” is 
theorised here as an interweaving of three streams of practice: place-making, cultural 
translation and public pedagogy.  This model hinges on the concepts put forward by urban 
philosopher Lefebvre (1991) who emphasised the role of the imagination, and of cultural 
activity, in producing public space as a site of resistance. If space is produced relationally, 
and if cultural activity is an important medium for the production of relational space, then 
the role of artists and storytellers becomes a critical one in the creation of city spaces that 
are either welcoming or alienating. Ingold's (2011) visual and spatial metaphor of “storied 
knowledge” as a meshwork, an entanglement of life trajectories, is also a powerful lens 
through which to view refugee storytelling as a place-making practice.  
 
The second stream of practice identified in the triad is cultural translation.  Gill Valentine 
(2008) alerts us to that fact that simply having diverse populations sharing city spaces (a 
pattern of cohabitation that is often celebrated as an enactment of “multiculturalism”) is 
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not enough to engender genuine conviviality and open mindedness. A cosmopolitan 
imaginary, according to Papastergiadis (2012) is built from aesthetic and deliberative modes 
for comprehending and evaluating cultural similarities and differences, and in this light the 
research collectives in this project can be seen as key players in the generation of aesthetic 
cosmopolitanism. In the final analysis, drawing these two streams of co-performative 
storytelling practice together in this context, implicated a third—a particular kind of 
pedagogical logic. Here education philosopher Biesta’s, (2012) ideas about the role of public 
pedagogy in creating the “conditions of plurality” and supporting a “citizenship of strangers” 
are important. The Brave New Welcome and Our True Colours storytelling projects 
produced a public space inhabited, however, fleetingly, by such a citizenship of strangers. 
 
In the final chapter I synthesize the contribution made by this study to scholarly thought and 
to the construction of a practice framework for professionals working in education and 
cultural sectors in urban centres in Australia. In sum, this thesis translates urban and 
cultural philosophy into a practical, performative model for mobilising collective storytelling 
and thereby creating a welcome that is more meaningfully inclusive of young people from 
refugee backgrounds.  
 
4. Some notes on definitions and terminology 
Scale 
In this thesis I have made use of analytical language drawn from cultural geography. In 
particular I have applied an order of scales, ranging from local to global (referred to as the 
micro, meso and macro scales), to the framings of both the research process and of the 
findings. In doing this I am conscious that this terminology is evocative and that there are 
larger debates centred on what Human Geographer Alan Latham (2002) refers to as “the 
problematics of geographical scale” (p.115). The processes of globalisation have been a 
focus for the attention of scholars across a wide range of disciplines and the last few 
decades have seen an intensification of interest in the ‘scale question’.  
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Latham (2002) describes how contemporary scale theorists have reconceptualised the 
construct of a stratified order of scales, viewing everyday life as an intertwining of the local 
and the global. He refers to, “the skein(s) of relationships between bodies, materials and 
information through which society is built and unbuilt” (p.116). Such socio-cultural 
assemblages are at once a, “complex bricolage of objects, ideas, images, and people, a 
bricolage which has created an existence for many—rich as well as poor—in which 
movement between the worlds of the local and global is an everyday, taken-for-granted 
event (p.115). My appreciation of scale in this context, however, is grounded in the material 
circumstances, the “power geometry” (Massey, 1993), that impacts on the experiences of 
refugees and asylum seekers and their advocates. It recognises, for example, that,  
international immigration laws restricting the movement of people (especially poor 
people) across borders, together with the innumerable laws making it hard to 
engage in political organizing across international borders, add to the real difficulties 
faced by activists who are often working with impoverished and politically 
disenfranchised communities (…) Effectively, such laws seek to localize poor people 
at a supposed time of growing planetary spatial integration of capital flows, goods 
and services, information, and wealthy people. Apparently, despite the one-world 
rhetoric of neoliberalism, some people face tremendous obstacles in linking their 
worlds and becoming fully-fledged citizens of the "global village” about which we 
hear so much (Herod and Wright, 2002, p.12). 
 
This study is concerned with the scripts, cultural constructs and the practices that contribute 
to an imagined sense of place. I argue that as an urban populace we imagine the city and 
the nation, for example, as bounded spaces for living. In this thesis I explore the idea that 
these imagined geographies, along with the material forces that shape how we live our 
everyday lives, at both the scale of city and nation, effect how we decide who belongs and 
who does not. I argue further that these imagined geographies are culturally scripted and 
communicated.  
 
In this study I have employed a hierarchy of scales principally as an organising device in the 
first instance. As the analysis progresses, however, I draw on this scalar analytic to trace one 
trajectory within this “geometry of power” in this particular setting at this particular time. 
Using scale as an analytical rubric is designed here as a lens with which to view questions of 
geography, identity and culture, and the politics of resistance. I acknowledge that a full 
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recognition of the scholarly debate centred on the ontological status of scale across the 
social and economic sciences is largely beyond the scope of this current study. 
Social Inclusion 
There are many ways to talk about the project of promoting justice for refugees and asylum 
seekers and to discuss how successful resettlement may be negotiated. The practitioners 
who assembled to explore co-performing refugee stories as a strategy in this research 
agreed that term “social inclusion" as opposed to “integration” best described our joint 
orientation for a couple of reasons. Firstly, since the former is a term used in human rights 
discourse in Australia it was therefore a common ethical point of reference for the multi-
disciplinary team of practitioners. Secondly the term “social inclusion” emphasises the 
actions and responsibilities of the host community, rather than implicating that it is the task 
of the newcomer to “integrate”. In this respect then, this language more accurately 
captured our collective starting point which was to explore how to operationalise an ethics 
of welcome. 
Cultural Translation 
The terms ‘mediation’ and ‘translation’ are used generally in this thesis in relation to the 
scale of practice, i.e. ‘mediation’ mostly refers to co-creative practice in intimate settings 
with storytellers and ‘translation’ is used when referring to the practice of ‘scaling up’ this 
communication to present to audiences via public performances and events. Since, in an 
overarching sense, the central question underpinning the research concerns the capacity of 
this co-performative practice to help rescript potential responses and operationalise an 
ethics of welcome in a population wide sense, then the term ‘translation’ was used in the 
title of the thesis.  
Referencing the scholarly work of others 
This research is transdisciplinary and draws on the ideas of those from a range of academic 
fields. To help orient the reader scholars are introduced with their full name and, where 
appropriate, their discipline. Thereafter these authors are cited using their last name only. 
 Page | 17  
 
Chapter 2: Social Spaces for Storytelling 
Introduction 
In this chapter I describe the setting for our work with storytellers from refugee 
backgrounds by locating the study within a set of scaled contextual framings. I start at the 
micro scale by reflecting on my personal standpoint, my interest in Digital Storytelling and 
the underpinnings of the research questions that launched this study. I then zoom out to the 
meso scale and discuss the moral codes that shape responses to refugees and asylum 
seekers among the organisation and individuals with whom I  partnered , and describe how 
this influenced the development of our project work. Finally, I provide a brief 
contextualization of this study at the macro scale, describing the setting for these questions 
about how a good welcome for newcomers can be staged, in light of the wider context, 
namely, Australia’s recent response to asylum seekers who approach the nation by boat. 
 
2.1 Micro scale: A practitioner/scholar practice framework  
Marcel Stoetzler and Nira Yuval- Davies (2002) describe the development in feminist 
thought of ‘standpoint theory’ as a, “dogged uphill struggle against ‘the god-trick of the 
claim to universal, disinterested, absolute knowledge” (p.321). According to Stoetzler and 
Yuval-Davis, standpoint theory anchors situated knowledge in, “actual social practices (that 
are linked, but not reducible, to certain social positionings)” (p.317). In other words, this 
orientation allows (often multiple) social positionings of the researcher to be acknowledged; 
the researcher views themselves as a research instrument and the researcher’s standpoint is 
a part of their toolkit, as is the standpoint of others, along with the interaction between 
these positionings.  
As a human research “instrument”, the equipment I used to frame this study includes my 
social and vocational background. I came to this research as a white Australian woman from 
a working class background, with a work history as an educator and community arts 
practitioner. My understanding of how to design socially engaged arts projects and 
education for social change has been based on theories of community cultural development 
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and radical pedagogy. I worked in community theatre and women’s organisations in the 
1980s and when I trained as an adult literacy teacher in the 1990s I was influenced by the 
critical politics of scholars and activists such as of Paolo Freire (1970) and Henry Giroux 
(1992). Such practice falls within a regime described by educational philosopher Gert Biesta 
(2012) as a form of public pedagogy; education which aims to develop political agency, and 
which belongs to a tradition of practical work that operates, 
at the intersection of education, citizenship and democracy - educational ‘work’ that 
takes place in adult education, centres, community halls, libraries, the workplace, 
the Internet and even just ‘on the street’ (and which arises from) older traditions in 
which such expectations are formulated in terms of transformation, liberation and 
emancipation. And there are more recent views in which the expectations are 
formulated in terms such as ‘social capital’, ‘community cohesion’ and ‘good 
citizenship’ (p.691). 
 
In this sense, the questions framing this study were shaped by a desire to learn more, to gain 
a deeper understanding of how to ‘do’ public pedagogy—work I had been engaged in for 
some years. It was driven by my own professional development needs, but I also was 
interested in extending the relevance of the study into applications and debates beyond my 
own practice.   
 
I took up the Digital Storytelling (DST) methodology (Couldry, 2008; Lambert, 2006; Lundby, 
2008; Ohler, 2006) as part of my work teaching language and literacy in the adult and 
vocational education sector, in the mid 2000s and then explored the methodology further in 
freelance arts and educational consultancy work in community based settings. In a nutshell, 
DST is a facilitated workshop practice which generates mini-narratives composed using 
multimedia tools with an emphasis on personal stories. The original method and approach 
to DST first promoted by the Centre for Digital Storytelling in Berkley, California, was 
packaged as a recipe; an exportable workshop model which gained currency and popularity 
in a range of settings. In Chapter Three I account for the history of DST in some detail and 
review the applications of this methodology in various settings, along with the literature on 
DST in a new media ecology and the evolving practice of DST facilitation. 
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The DST methodology was an influential movement in the early 2000s for educators and 
cultural practitioners.  I had, however, over the years of my practice in education and 
community arts settings, come to see that DST—as a container for refugee stories—offered 
some quietly profound provocations for practitioners. This research, then, was an 
opportunity to investigate the utility of the DST form in ways that acknowledged these 
challenges.  
 
The generation of creative digital content through DST, as a facilitated practice, is a form of 
narrativisation that rests on a particularly dense network of social relationships, 
relationships that link, in a broad sense, storytellers, story facilitators and cultural producers, 
and audiences. Within particular projects there are social connections between and among 
communities of storytellers, between facilitators and storytellers, between the range of 
educational/welfare/arts and media/ cultural/ technical professionals who may be involved, 
between the organisations and institutions that sponsor DST projects, between these 
organisations and the audiences for the digital stories, between the storytellers and various 
publics.  Each of these relationships can potentially manifest at various scales—at a micro 
(hyper local), meso (neighbourhood/community), and macro (national or global level) and 
have both on and offline dimensions. In addition each of these relationships, and the spaces 
in which they operate, are organised and framed by cultural and governmental flows of 
meaning, purpose and power (Foucault, 2000). This kind of storytelling is a uniquely 
relational practice. If we view the DST facilitator, in the first instance, as a mediator and 
broker of these relationships then how they positions themselves, how they define the 
spaces they work in, seems a vital question to ask. 
 
Veteran Australian community cultural development practitioner Scott Rankin (2014) claims 
that “the best attempts to work with and in communities, to trigger positive developments 
using cultural approaches, are messy, rambling, hard to define, and require real, diligent, 
personalised, one-on-one, values-in-action work, in the field, by people with integrity” 
(p.11-32). Although there has been a significant increase into the study of creative or 
cultural labour in recent years (Hesmondhalgh, 2010), the work profile of co-creative media 
facilitators, where it intersects with refugee and asylum seeker advocacy, is largely 
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undocumented, embedded as this work often is into other often unidentified occupations 
and roles. Subsequently, little is known about the contributions these projects make to the 
politics of refugee resettlement, social inclusion and the promotion of human rights.   
 
In addition, the media environment for facilitated storytelling is changing. Community arts, 
including theatre, often take an ephemeral, emplaced and corporeal form. Digital 
Storytelling methodology, in its early iteration, was primarily an offline practice. Refugee life 
stories, however, are increasingly being shared online, and they have a particular potency, a 
highly topical currency, in national and global human rights campaigning. This means that 
understanding the permutations of ethics, aesthetics and affect in co-creative media 
facilitation and in social justice activism is a necessary part of the skill set when working with 
this cohort.  
 
My starting point for this study was a personal perception that DST facilitation—where it 
interweaves participatory arts, community cultural development principles and political 
activism—is a practice that is finding new expression, new challenges, and new 
opportunities in the contemporary digital landscape. An implication of this appraisal, then, is 
that an expanded and more nuanced understanding of these developments in the context of 
refugee storytelling is timely. 
 
2.2 Meso scale: The Romero Centre partnership 
The primary partnership that anchored the fieldwork for this study was with the Romero 
Centre, a Brisbane community based organisation providing support and advocacy for 
refugees and asylum seekers. The Romero Centre was established in 2000, by the Sisters of 
Mercy, from the Sisters of Mercy Brisbane Congregation and with the support of a team of 
volunteers, in response to the lack of social support services for asylum seekers.  I made 
contact with the Romero Centre in late 2012 and in early 2013 I was introduced to 
Madeleine Belfrage, the settlement support/community development worker who was 
employed at the Centre in a part time position.  
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At a practical level the impetus for the projects that are the focus of this study arose from 
this partnership between Madeleine and me. We became a research team whose interests 
aligned in exploring intercultural, socially engaged arts practice. Because of the strength of 
this primary partnership with Madeleine, the study I proposed evolved over this early period 
into a participatory action research project, and the ethics of advocacy and community 
development work in this context were discussed. Madeleine and I agreed our approach to 
storytelling in the context of refugee resettlement support needed to be founded on 
community development principles (Ife, 2010; Westoby, 2008). We decided in the early 
project planning stages, given the lean conditions under which settlement support agencies 
were currently operating, that connecting with arts and cultural workers to add energy and 
momentum to our project work was an important strategy. Madeleine, in acknowledgement 
of the conflict, tensions and stresses that afflicted the refugee and asylum seeker support 
sector, asserted that, “the more you engage with people who are not in the settlement 
space the stronger the collaboration” (Research Journal 28th August 2013).  
The Romero Centre has historically maintained a focus on advocating for the human rights of 
refugee and asylum seeker, and on providing a physical space for welcome. Erin Wilson 
(2011) in one of the very few studies observing the role of faith-based organisations (FBOs) 
in Australia, describes these agencies as being driven by, “an ethics of hospitality”. This 
moral code is significant in the context of the kind of state responses to asylum seekers in 
Australia discussed in the next section of this chapter (section 2.3), particularly since the 
introduction of “Temporary Protection Visas”. Wilson views FBOs as “critical actors in good 
governance and social welfare provision”, and in this sense, FBOs, 
have used concepts and practices consistent with faith-based hospitality to 
challenge public discourses, provide services to asylum seekers that ameliorate the 
harsh effects of government immigration policies and eventually contribute to 
changes in those policies. Further, the faith-based hospitality that underpins the 
work of FBOs in the asylum sector has played a significant role in the substantial 
shifts in Australian government asylum policy in recent times, in particular the 
decision to expand the government's community detention programme (p.548). 
 
Such an “ethics of hospitality”, as Wilson notes, making reference to Kant (2000), Levinas 
(1981) and Derrida (2000), “has a long association with asylum and sanctuary practices in 
various religious and secular traditions and is used with particular reference to strangers and 
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foreigners in the philosophical and political writings” (p.550-551). Moreover, as Wilson 
notes, the origin of modern secular notions of universal human rights have evolved from 
these philosophical underpinnings (p.550-551). Philosopher Jacque Derrida views the 
historical concept of hospitality as arising from three traditions, “the Hebraic tradition of 
cities of refuge described in the Bible, the medieval traditions of the laws of hospitality, and 
the cosmopolitan tradition the Enlightenment inherited from Stoicism”(as cited by La Case, 
2013, p.119). 
 
The Sisters of Mercy, who established the Romero Centre, are an order of nuns affiliated 
with The Mercy International Association Global Action Programme, which is guided by a 
theological commitment to social action, and to standing up for those who are marginalised 
and vulnerable. Its values include, “compassion, respect and hospitality in its relationships”, 
“bringing the human stories of their work into their social analysis and advocacy”, “working 
in partnership rather than competition with other like-minded organisations, religious and 
lay” (Mercy International Association, 2010).   
 
The founding of the Romero Centre in Brisbane can therefore be viewed as action consistent 
with this kind of “ethics of hospitality”. For the Sisters of Mercy a traditional association with 
liberation theology means that a recognition of an ethical obligation to the “other”, is also 
augmented with a commitment to radical faith-based praxis. Smith (1991) explores the link 
between liberation theology and social movement theory, from its roots in Latin American. 
He explains that, 
(r)epresenting a significant shift in institutional allegiances, the liberation theology 
movement has produced in many places a commitment of the Institutional Church 
to the poor and the creation of a new model of Church participation and pastoral 
work. Often in Latin America, it has helped to generate opposition to political 
regimes, sometimes resulting in the arrest, exile, torture, and murder of lay leaders, 
clergy, nuns and bishops. (…) And the movement has helped produce progressive 
and revolutionary laity and clergy who have often played key roles in Latin American 
popular movements, insurrections, and revolutions (p.4). 
The Romero Centre was in fact named after the Archbishop Oscar Romero from El Salvador 
who spoke out against the abuse of human rights in his country, against the actions of a 
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violently repressive military regime, a period of time when many people simply vanished. 
The Romero Centre’s website explains that,  
(u)ltimately it was these beliefs and actions which led to Archbishop 
Oscar’s assassination while he was out celebrating mass, on 24 March 1980.  The 
memory of Archbishop Oscar’s ministry left a legacy of light, hope and courage for 
all those who are committed to justice, which now forms the ethos for the Romero 
Centre and all that we do (Mercy Community Services, 2015, para. 8-9).  
A giant portrait of Oscar Romero painted by Towfiq Alqudy—a friend of the Romero Centre, 
an artist and refugee from Iraq, who has been part of the Romero Centre community since 
the early days—takes up almost a whole internal wall of the central meeting space in the 
timber house in inner city Brisbane where the Centre operates. This powerful, public, visual 
statement attests to both the Romero Centre’s interest in supporting local artists from 
refugee backgrounds, and the organisation’s foundation in radical theology. 
 
 
Figure One: portrait of Oscar Romero painted by Brisbane artist, Towfiq Alqudy  
Photo: https://www.facebook.com/Romero-Centre-175397262513788 /, n.d.).  
 
The original mission of the Romero Centre, then, was to provide a welcoming and supportive 
space for asylum seekers, particularly those described as “boat people”. The impact of 
mandatory, indefinite detention and Temporary Protection Visas (TPVs) is a critical factor in 
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this history. TPVs were a measure introduced by the then conservative government led by 
Prime Minister John Howard in 1999. Momartin et al (2006) report that TPVs, were issued to 
asylum seekers who had arrived without valid documents (by boat), who were then 
subsequently found to be refugees. The conditions of TPVs were punitive since they place 
the asylum seeker in an anxiety ridden limbo. In this state the burden of proof is on these 
individuals, “to re-establish a need for continued protection under the Refugee Convention 
every 3 or 5 years, with the real possibility of involuntary repatriation” (Momartin et al, 
2006, p.357). TPV provisions restrict access to services and education and TPV holders were 
“not entitled to apply for family reunion and are not authorised to leave Australia for any 
reason” (Momartin et al, 2006, p.357).  
 
Scholarly research in Australia has reinforced what has always been very clear for front line 
agencies such as the Romero Centre for years: TPVs caused significant distress for asylum 
seekers and operate to compound the effects of past trauma. The study conducted in Sydney 
by Momartin et al in 2006, for example, compared the mental health of Persian-speaking 
refugees who were provided with temporary protection versus those who had been granted 
permanent protection. This research provides evidence that those whose status in Australia 
was rendered insecure via TPVs, and whose access to services were restricted, showed 
worse outcomes, “on all measures of psychiatric disturbance and mental disability”, and that 
while psychological distress is commonly experienced by those who have survived a refugee 
experience, “TPV status made a substantial additional contribution. (…) Current living 
difficulties were also associated with general distress, anxiety and depressive symptoms” 
(Momartin et al, 2006, p.360).  
 
In Brisbane in 2000 these circumstances had led to such apparent hardship among local 
asylum seekers that the Sisters of Mercy were prompted to respond. Asylum seekers, and 
those advocating on their behalf, continue to struggle with the repercussions of TPVs and 
the subsequent iterations of this policy. In August 2014 an overview of the history, purpose 
and the services provided by the Romero Centre was published in a news article on the 
Mercy International Association website. This overview describes the role of the Centre as 
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providing support of a holistic, practical nature, in the context of maintaining a non-
denominational “place of welcome”, 
Today, Romero Centre continues to be a place of welcome and its goal is to meet the 
unmet needs of people from refugee and asylum seeking backgrounds from Sri 
Lanka, Afghanistan, Iran, Iraq, Burma, Sudan, Bangladesh, Vietnam, Pakistan and 
many other countries (…). Current refugee policy has seen asylum seekers released 
into the community on bridging visas with limited financial and practical support 
(2014, para. 3).  
 
The Romero Centre—the Sisters, the staff, the volunteers and the communities the Centre 
connects and supports—have ridden the recent wave of highly volatile politics in Australia 
with “border protection” policy and funding for refugee settlement support under continual, 
radical revision. More recently the Sisters, the original patrons of the Romero Centre, have 
taken a less active role. The Centre works as part of the larger structure of Mercy 
Community Services, which provides support and accommodation for asylum seekers in 
community detention and operates a program of support for “unaccompanied minors”.   
 
An unaccompanied asylum-seeking minors (UAMs) is defined by the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) as a person who is under the age of eighteen who is 
"separated from both parents and is not being cared for by an adult who by law or custom 
has responsibility to do so” (UNHCR, 1997, p.5). Recent research in Australia has noted that 
between 2008 and 2012, a total of 1,832 UAMs arrived in Australia by boat, and that this 
number represents a rise relative to the overall number of asylum seekers arriving in 
Australia during this period (from four percent to eleven percent) (Houston et al, 2012). 
Correa-Velez et al (2014), published a report, produced as part of the Australian 
Government's Department of Immigration and Border Protection’s Irregular Migration 
Research Programme, which documented the findings of a study, conducted between July 
2013 and May 2014, "investigating the drivers and determinants of irregular maritime 
migration of UAMs (12 – 17 years of age at time of arrival) to Australia" (p.3). Reinforcing 
other research on UAMs, this study found that, 
UAMs have a marginal position for multiple reasons: because they are children and 
asylum seekers and lacking of the company of parents or another adult caregiver. 
Young people’s stories describe a journey marked by unpredictability, vulnerability 
and the need to “maintain a degree of invisibility”. Nevertheless, this research 
 Page | 26  
 
illustrates the resilience of the young people interviewed: they were highly 
resourceful, had a remarkable capacity to look after themselves, and showed a 
strong determination to reach Australia (p.5). 
 
On arrival in Australia these young people face the massive task of resettling in a new 
country quite alone, with many struggling with homesickness and fear for the safety of 
family left behind, often compounded by a burden of (financial) responsibility for family and 
community members remaining in their countries of origin. Mercy Community Services, like 
other FBOs supporting UAMs are in the front line accommodating the challenges of 
supporting these vulnerable young people. 
 
Community detention, as Mashall et al (2013) explain, is a program first instituted in 2010 
after a lobby group, with a membership drawn from FBOs, made successive appeals to the 
Australian government. This new policy involved releasing the most vulnerable people—
UAMs, families with young children, those with mental health problems—from detention 
centres into the community. This was clearly a more humane policy as well as cheaper 
option than prison-like conditions of detention.  In community detention people are not 
“monitored by detention guards as they would be in held detention. They have the 
opportunity to move around in the community, engage in activities and social events in the 
community, and experience some semblance of normality in their lives” (Mashall et al 2013, 
p.56).  
 
It was late 2012 when I made contact with the Romero Centre, proposing a partnership, and 
had the first of what was to be many meetings over the next two years with the women who 
worked here. At this time conditions for refugee claimants, living in community detention, 
had just taken a sharp turn for the worse with the introduction of the then Labor 
Government’s “no advantage” policy which renewed unsettled conditions for those who 
arrived by boat, including restricting access to financial support and accommodation 
assistance and mandating a no work rights policy.  
 
It was this constellation of harsh policies, at the time I was making contact with the Romero 
Centre that bore a significant impact on the nature of the space we were able to create for 
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arts-based storytelling projects. These adverse conditions were composite and insidious, but 
also paradoxically, the absence of state sponsored civic responsibility in “good governance” 
in the treatment of asylum seekers, left an opening where other kinds of ethical codes and 
agency could emerge (Wilson 2011). The nature of these tensions and opportunities are 
explored briefly below. 
In 2012 and 2013, the latest swerve in immigration policy had newly recreated the crisis 
conditions that had led to the Romero Centre as a “protection space” being established 
more than a decade before. At this time, workers at the Romero Centre were under 
resourced and the effects of this policy were being felt. My field notes in this early entry 
period document this impact on Romero Centre staff, 
Maddie calls me in for a meeting. When I arrive the Centre is a hive of activity. 
Rebecca has just got back from Manus Island. Processing agents were sent to PNG 
and it was chaotic. There are reports of PNG landowners rioting around the 
detention centre. Maddie says the Centre is experiencing the fallout, the human cost 
of bridging visas and the no work policy. Madeleine reports on the last couple of 
days. Desperation. The food drop (where clients come to collect groceries donated 
by charities) was chaos with people clamoring for supplies, (a colleague) was in tears 
twice, but at least Rebecca is here to direct traffic today. (Research Journal 31st of 
August 2013) 
 
Marshall et al (2013) summarised the implications of this retrospectively applied “no 
advantage policy” for the clients of the Romero Centre who remained in community 
detention. They explained that under this policy, "asylum seekers who arrived after 13 
August 2012 (…) face a claims processing wait of up to five years and can potentially be 
moved without notice to any of the regional processing centres at any time during their stay 
in community detention” (p.57).  These conditions created a level of distress that is hard to 
measure, but an obvious consequence was the additional pressure on welfare agencies 
providing emergency relief, including those organisations that had been contracted to 
provide community detention services. My interview with front line support staff at the 
Romero Centre, provides evidence of the effects of this policy, 
It’s even more critical now with the asylum seekers because you know, lots of policy 
changes and it's a changing space all the time (…) it's about supporting asylum 
seekers after the initial six weeks (support) that they get from the funded agencies— 
we are not funded for all of that and it's becoming more and more, increasingly 
important, the role. Three or four months ago that's when we started to see this 
flow on effect on emergency relief, and (needing to supply) bicycles and people 
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walking two or three hours to come to our English classes, that sort of thing. And I 
think it is going to get worse. So Romero did its usual submission to the Sisters... 
(Interview with Rebecca Lim, Community Engagement Officer, Romero Centre, 8th of 
July 2013) 
 
The comments and observations above indicate the degree of pressure that workers at the 
Romero Centre were experiencing. Because of the support of the Sisters, however, and the 
Mercy Community Services infrastructure, the Centre had been able to sustain, to a degree, 
a space of welcome amidst the hardline that was being played out in federal politics. These 
dynamics taking hold in the federal political arena had concrete implications for the 
resourcing of services for those in community detention and for settlement support.  My 
conversations with Romero staff at this time also highlighted the unusual placement of the 
Romero Centre in the maelstrom of this political landscape. As Madeleine reported in 
response to questions about the history of the Centre,  
Competitive tendering for grant money has led to harsh conditions of scarcity and 
established a style of working with communities, less focused on community 
development and more on individualised case work, but at a deeper level the 
historical placements and origins of individual organisations effects the role they play 
in this dynamic. The Sisters of Mercy established The Romero Centre in response to 
the needs of “boat people” and the organisation has been funded somewhat 
erratically by DIMA [Australian Government Department of Immigration and 
Multicultural Affairs]. This makes them vulnerable but also means that they have 
retained some independence and a connection with a focus on asylum seekers. 
(Conversation with Madeleine: 28th of August 2013) 
 
This response above underscores that workers at the Centre recognised the special role 
played by the Romero Centre. The organisation’s history and remit meant that maintaining a 
focus on “boat people” was understood to be even more important given the wider political 
context.  
 
I negotiated carefully to define the parameters and purpose of the research partnership with 
the Romero Centre management over this stressful period. The project work needed to fit 
within a program of settlement support, the funding for which was constantly under threat. 
In addition workers were continually being overwhelmed by the needs of clients, they 
struggled with an unpredictable policy environment and resource constraints, and were 
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vulnerable to the impact of vicarious trauma (but also taking opportunities to transform this 
into vicarious "post-traumatic growth", see Barrington & Shakespeare-Finch, 2012).  
 
The Centre, however, also had a history of supporting clients through recognising the arts 
and on coordinating cultural events. There had been a recent focus in their work with 
refugee communities on life narratives. In this sense the projects that Madeleine and I 
steered could be located within a “protection space” (Lyytinen, 2015) mapped out by the 
organisation which was characterised by these dual influences: a link to a faith-based “ethics 
of hospitality” and to radical faith-based praxis, and a historical connection with arts 
practices and supporting refugee artists.  
 
The culture of the Romero Centre was one that was overtly receptive of the arts and (at least 
tacitly) to feminist politics. Settlement support workers at the Romero Centre were 
personally disposed to supporting community development projects that explored 
storytelling and other artistic practices further. Romero Centre workers were also interested 
in projects that worked to build an understanding of the role of women from refugee 
backgrounds as community leaders, and in community development work with young 
people, and wanted to invest in projects that helped to build and promote this leadership 
capacity. Over and above this, management was conscious of needing to sustain a mission to 
advocate effectively for a focus on human rights in policy responses to refugees and asylum 
seekers. Their requirement was for an outcome of some “quality” that could be used as a 
tool to promote the work of the Centre and for community education and advocacy.  
 
Initial discussions focused on the idea of storytelling and participatory media. We began 
plans to run a series of facilitated digital story making workshops in partnership with The 
Edge, the Queensland State Library’s digital culture wing and youth oriented “makerspace” 
(Slatter & Howard, 2013). It was envisaged that the outcomes could be then be screened at 
the next annual Refugee Film Festival in 2013, which coincided with the International 
Refugee Week in June each year. The Romero Centre had curated content for a Brisbane 
Refugee Film Festival for the previous four years in partnership with the State Library with 
content imported mostly from the Sydney program. The proposal was that this year we 
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would include some small snippets of local content that focused on local stories. 
Agreements were made about ethical practices and the need to focus on stories of strength 
rather than trauma. There was also a concern that the Film Festival continue to work as a 
positive communication about the work of the Romero Centre. 
As we worked to progress our project plans however, we found that this “protection space”, 
and the capacity of this environment to support these arts-based, participatory  projects, 
was threatened on another front as well. Our projects, located at the intersection of youth 
arts and refugee support was, during this particular era, an unusually fraught place to work. 
While national politics were orchestrating conditions that made the refugee settlement 
support sector feel under siege, at the same time, politics at a state level were dismantling 
support for arts, and youth arts in particular. The State election in March 2012 had seen the 
conservatives win power led by former Brisbane Lord Mayor Campbell Newman, who, as 
Australia’s ABC news reported, “was quick to put his authoritative, conservative and frugal 
imprint on Queensland” (Lewis, 2015). Just as we began seeking partnerships and proposing 
a participatory arts project aimed at young people from refugee background, funding for 
social and arts programs was cut drastically across the board, and youth arts was a sector 
that felt the cuts acutely. By early 2013 the local industry media (such as The Daily Review, a 
website offering news, opinion and commentary about the arts scene across Australia) was 
reacting with alarm,  
There’s a sound of slamming doors and clicking padlocks among arts groups in 
Queensland. As arts groups across the state struggle to fill the gaps left by public 
funding cuts meted out late last year, many are shutting down, and the small to 
medium sector is livid about the cuts imposed by the Newman government. Youth 
groups have been hit particularly hard, while the mainstream arts groups have been 
quarantined. What’s happening to Queensland’s arts culture? (Rose, 2014). 
The storytelling projects that became Brave New Welcome (BNW) and Our True Colours 
(OTC), however, were initiatives that attracted willing support from a range of professional 
practitioners.  Several potential project partners in the youth arts sector had responded 
enthusiastically to invitations to be involved in this project work with refugees and asylum 
seekers only to discover they were suddenly out of a job. The energy and agency that 
sustained these projects grew out of a kind of grassroots, political and entrepreneurial 
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resourcefulness that is characteristic of those initiating social enterprises (Di Domenico et al, 
2010). Given the difficult conditions that framed our work, the BNW and OTC projects were 
seeded in a fragile, carefully nurtured “protection space” (Lyytinen, 2015). This vulnerable 
territory was produced relationally—by the host organisation and through the willingness of 
a loose consortium of individuals, brought together in the cross-sectorial frame we created, 
to ascribe to a moral code not supported by state infrastructure and policy. It was a 
combination of the maintenance of a faith-based “ethics of hospitality”, and independent 
subscription to secular notions of humanitarianism and universal human rights among 
professionals in settlement support, education, peace building and the cultural sector, who, 
stringing together a temporary network of support, made this work possible.   
 
In retrospect I came to see the partnerships I formed here, and the project work we put into 
practice, to have occurred within a fragile space of protection. This was a space afforded in 
part by the thin layer of insulation that the distinct history and placement of the Romero 
Centre provided against the politics of the day. It was perhaps in light of this alignment of 
hostile forces, the absence of state sponsored humanitarianism towards asylum seekers and 
radical funding cuts to the arts, that workers in arts and cultural sectors, educators, and 
settlement support workers offered moral and practical support for our ideas wherever they 
could. Practitioners were willing to engage in this temporary or emergent community of 
practice (Juriado & Gustafsson, 2007), despite the limited external rewards for doing so. Put 
simply, the activist nature of the work served as an incentive for these artists, educators, 
and workers in the cultural and settlement support sectors. And ultimately the space that 
was created through the stories gifted (Whitlock, 2004) by the young participants had 
resonance and value well beyond this moment in Australian politics. 
 
2.3 Macro scale: Refugee resettlement and social inclusion 
A dramatic sequence of historically recent, global events is often recounted as significant in 
the crystallization of Australia’s responses to asylum seekers. On the 24th of August 2001 
the Norwegian cargo ship Tampa sailed into Australian waters, carrying a group of 438 
(mostly Hazara) asylum seekers who had been rescued from a sinking boat. The Australian 
 Page | 32  
 
government refused permission for the passengers to disembark at Christmas Island, the 
closest Australian territory. As Suhnan et al  (2012) note however, while this action was 
unconventional in terms of traditional maritime practices and drew widespread 
international condemnation, it nonetheless attracted a degree of support from the 
Australian community. Just over two weeks later the shock of the attacks of September 11 
in the United States reverberated around the globe, and, in Australia, vague anxiety about 
asylum seekers as potential terrorists blossomed into a perception of immediate, existential 
danger. The construction of the asylum seeker as a security threat to ordinary Australians, 
via process labelled “securitisation” (McDonald, 2011) is a phenomenon that was of vital 
interest to the practitioners who were participants this study. The cultural and political 
means by which such popular alienation to the plight of such vulnerable people is achieved 
is a core problem for settlement support workers and activists. It is a dynamic that some 
have argued cuts to the core of the nation’s geopolitical imaginary (Shapiro,1994) long 
tainted with invasion anxiety (Burke, 2008).  
The practitioners and activists who participated in this study were motivated by a desire to 
develop and disseminate alternative models for responding to refugees when they seek 
political asylum, and when they attempt to resettle in our cities and suburbs. Pertinent to 
this project is a consideration of the extent to which these responses are culturally scripted, 
and therefore amenable to rescripting. According to cultural anthropologist Victor Turner 
(1982, p. 75-76) “when we act in everyday life we do not merely re-act to indicative stimuli, 
we act in frames we have wrested from the genres of cultural performance.” Geographer 
Paul Hodge (2015) refers to the way the work of defending Australia’s borders in recent 
times has been communicated through images in broadcast media of asylum seekers in 
boats, being escorted off planes and behind fences in offshore detention centres. These 
messages fuel the discourse of securitization; they “form and frame asylum seeker bodies as 
criminalised human targets” and in this way “materialise popular recruitment in the name of 
security” (p.128).  
 
Hodge argues that these images and narratives have material consequences and agency—
they “do things”.  Hodge has drawn on Butler’s notion of “frames of grievability” and 
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Foucault’s notion of governmentality as a domain of security, to question how popular 
assent to this construction of asylum seekers has been cultivated.  He argues that it is via this 
frame, furnished with images and narratives of asylum seekers as criminal and potential 
terrorists, that “clandestine practices, physical violence and acts of degradation are thought 
to be necessary and good” (p.130).  Hodge goes on to explain that, "(f)or many Australian 
citizens who will never know an asylum seeker beyond the frame furnished by OSB1,  the 
camera works to solicit and recruit ‘vulnerable publics’ structuring the visual and discursive 
field of human mobility flows as ‘security threats’ and ‘national emergencies" (p.129, 
emphasis in original). Importantly, Hodge also speculates on how these attempts to regulate 
the understanding or appearance of threat may be resisted. In this way he suggests that 
facilitated refugee storytelling may also be a practice that is also capable of “doing things”. 
Such stories may provide alternative framings of asylum seekers, via new kinds of “social 
crafting” that can potentially counteract dehumanization and bring the storyteller to life. 
Cultivating new frames can, 
augment the possibility for more egalitarian conditions for recognisability and a 
more generous (less uncompromising) constitution of personhood. Crafting and 
enabling alternative norms of the living to circulate will lead to new forms of 
intelligibility and with it more just realities. For such opposition to take hold though 
certain faces must be admitted into public view. (…) The harsh modalities of 
materiality at play in OSB have diminished the broader public’s capacity to grieve 
and with it the keener sense of life needed in order to oppose violence (p.129-130). 
 
While such hopefulness was an energizing force for the practitioners who participated in this 
study, the political backdrop for this research, both at the national and at a global scale 
created stressful conditions for local agents in Brisbane providing support for refugees and 
asylum seekers in 2013 and 2014. It was in the context of this ethical impoverishment and 
political volatility, that my research partners and I posed questions about the efficacy of arts 
based methods and participatory media to have material consequences, to impact on the 
capacity of a voting public in Australia to empathise with the hardship experienced by 
asylum seekers; to invoke the “keener sense of life” that Hodge refers to. Our sense was that 
                                                 
1 “Operation Sovereign Borders”, was a suite of aggressive, militarized border control policies implemented by 
the conservative coalition government in Australia taking effect from the federal elections in 2013. 
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these methods have potential; they are useful approaches to building a popular capacity to 
care about refugee lives, and to be hospitable. Our sense was that the solution to 
developing more humane responses to asylum seekers, and to creating a welcoming 
environment for resettling refugees, involves more than a medicalised approach to those 
who land here, more than what a casework model for settlement support can provide. Our 
sense was that the solution, or one of the solutions, is a cultural one. Collectively we posed 
questions about whether refugee storytelling can help to rescript potential responses within 
the wider community and operationalize an ethics of welcome.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter I constructed a frame for this study organised by three scales of 
contextualisations. I began at a micro scale by reflecting on my own standpoint, the 
peculiarities of my background, my position and my orientation.  I reflected on how my past 
experience in education and community cultural development work and my interest in 
Digital Storytelling had led to some questions about the creative and ethical complexities of 
using this method as a way to capture stories shared by those with a refugee background. At 
this level, my research questions where framed by my standpoint as practitioner of public 
pedagogy and socially engaged arts practice, and my unease about the sufficiency of the 
Digital Storytelling method as a vehicle for refugee stories.  
 
By describing the partnership with a community based refugee and asylum seekers support 
centre, the Romero Centre, and by discussing the dynamics of this collaboration I accounted 
for the context for this study at a meso scale. Here I arrived at an understanding that the 
storytelling projects at the centre of this study were seeded in a fragile “protection space” 
(Lyytinen, 2015) nurtured by the host organisation.  The alliance of multidisciplinary 
practitioners driving this project—professionals in settlement support, education, peace 
building and the cultural sector—was underwritten by a shared a moral code, an “ethics of 
hospitality”  not supported by state infrastructure and policy.  The finding here is that the 
absence of state sponsored humanitarianism towards asylum seekers created a gap which 
triggered efforts to materialize an alternative, compensatory and relationally produced, 
ethical response to the hardship experienced by refugees and asylum seekers. 
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To map the macro scale for this storytelling work, I briefly surveyed the wider context: 
Australia’s recent response to asylum seekers who approach the nation by boat. I observed 
the damaging impact of widespread moral disengagement with the plight of asylum seekers 
among Australia’s population and speculated on whether viewing these responses as 
culturally scripted, and therefore amenable to rescripting, was a useful perspective. Further 
to this reading, I proposed that a consideration of the role of arts and culture in the 
generation of ethically framed responses is an underexplored aspect of our understanding of 
the conditions that support successful refugee resettlement and social inclusion.   
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Chapter 3: Debates in Contemporary Story Mediation 
Introduction 
For this study Digital Storytelling (DST), a form of participatory media practice with an 
emphasis on personal narratives, served as an entry point. Digital Storytelling is usually 
understood to involve a storyteller working in collaboration with "expert" facilitators to co-
construct a short audio-visual composition. The outcome is typically a three to five minute 
long vignette—a personal narrative constructed from, "a first-person voiceover in 
conjunction with visual material sourced from the personal archive of its author, edited 
together on consumer-grade computers and software" (Poletti, 2011, p.73).  
 
As a resolved and prescriptive model for collaborative storytelling, and since it was a 
methodology that I was well practiced in, it was a logical way to begin working with 
storytellers and exploring the research questions underpinning the study. Emerging in 
increasingly apparent ways as the project progressed however, were the limitations of this 
model—the blind spots, gaps and limitations that opened up at various levels of our 
practice. In this sense the project worked as a field experiment to evolve and expand on the 
DST form in order to meet the needs of the activist collectives, especially as we struggled to 
address the ethical, relational and geo-political dimensions of our performed and storied 
outputs. Participatory media, as cultural geographer Sara Kindon notes, offers a set of 
grammatical tools which may open up new possibilities for generating meaning. For Kindon 
(2003) the collaborative use of video offers opportunities for destabilising hierarchical power 
relations, so that researchers working with marginalised groups may be involved in “looking 
nearby” rather than “looking at”, and thereby creating spaces for transformation (p.149). In 
short, in this study we took up this challenge, working to unravel and problematise these 
“grammars” of narrative and digital mediation practice in this context.  
 
In this chapter I review the literature on DST as a contemporary form of storytelling 
facilitation widely taken up by educators, community development practitioners and 
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activists alike, with a focus on the relevance of these debates to the practice of mediating 
refugee life narratives in particular. 
 
3.1 Digital Storytelling 
Digital Storytelling (DST) has emerged over the last decade as a global movement with its 
roots in democratic and empowering methodologies (Lambert, 2006).  Writing 
comprehensively about the history and current practice of DST, Bryan Alexander (2011) 
describes the inception of the offline DST movement in this way,  
A Berkley area group anchored in community theatre and social activism sought ways 
to capture digital video for use by everyday people. As with performance art and 
community organizing, the goal was to make tools widely available. After a great deal 
of invention and iteration, a curriculum was distilled: a three day intensive class, 
during which participants learn just enough technical skills to create a short story in 
video form (p.23). 
 
The original method and approach to DST first promoted by the Centre for Digital 
Storytelling in California in the mid-1990s was packaged as a recipe—an exportable 
workshop model which gained currency and popularity in a wide range of settings. Working 
with the DST an everyday, “vernacular” kind of creativity (Burgess, 2006) is celebrated, with 
wider social justice objectives at least covertly implied. DST has proved to be a highly 
exportable and adaptable methodology.  As Emily Polk (2010) notes, the Centre for Digital 
Storytelling’s record alone, for promulgating the “populist-inspired artistic rubric of a 
standardized digital story telling format” is impressive. As the “history” page of the Centre 
for Digital Storytelling’s website explains, the Centre has to date,  
worked with nearly a thousand organizations around the world and trained more 
than fifteen thousand people in hundreds of workshops to share stories from their 
lives. Through its wide-ranging work, the Center has transformed the way that 
community activists, educators, health and human services agencies, business 
professionals, and artists think about the power of personal voice in creating change 
(Centre for Digital Storytelling n.d).  
Like others kinds of participatory, community arts practices, DST projects have historically 
targeted disadvantaged and marginalised groups, and there is a significant body of research 
supporting the efficacy of community arts in promoting a social inclusion agenda (Badham, 
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2010; Bromley, 2010; Ho, 2012; Kelaher et al., 2012; Kindon et al., 2007; Meade & Shaw, 
2007; O’Neill & Hubbard, 2010). DST exemplifies participatory approaches to digital content 
creation where value is placed on personal narratives as a vehicle for amplifying marginal 
voices, addressing social disadvantage and providing impetus for social change. For this 
reason it appeals as a strategy to a range of stakeholders, and a widening range of social 
enterprises in cultural, economic, education and health spheres of life are continuing to 
embrace the genre.   
DST is a form that incorporated several creative, socially engaged streams of practice. One 
of these streams has its roots in community theatre and literacy education, in the 
philosophy of critical pedagogy and activism that underpins the work of Paulo Friere (1970) 
and Augusto Boal (2000). The home of this stream of practice is in the grassroots contexts of 
community arts and community media organisations and partnerships, often drawing on 
community cultural development theory and social engaged arts practice  (Badham, 2010; 
Black, 2008). Here creativity is “democratised” through participatory arts projects led by a 
professional arts/community media practitioner/facilitator. The outcomes are seen to have 
socio-economic and cultural value for participants as well as society at large, and the 
aesthetic value of the story is part of this equation. 
 
DST also emerged as part of a related trajectory of participatory media practice with links to 
journalism. Writing about Youth Radio in California, and tracing the development over the 
last forty years, Vivian Chávez and Elisabeth Soep (2010) trace the way scholars have 
engaged with youth media since the 1970s where the focus was initially on young people’s 
consumption patterns, and then on the evaluation of (critical) media literacy programs in 
schools, to a new contemporary field of enquiry embracing youth generated media content 
in a new media ecology. Chávez and Soep have pointed to the challenges of operating as a 
practitioner as well as a researcher in the youth media field “given the serious upheaval 
taking place today on technology, cultural and economic fronts”. They note the lack of, 
“situated studies of teaching and learning within individual sites that are undergoing change 
and that are in the process of remapping their own terrain” (p.11-12). 
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Audubon Dougherty and Nitin Sawhney (2012) hone in on the dual applications of 
participatory video, writing about how it emerged both as a research methodology and as a 
tool within social action movements, and how the synergies between these historical roots 
emerge in this context. They explain that participatory video has been viewed, 
as both an approach to working dynamically with communities towards shared goal 
and as an open, reflexive process of media production, (and that) implicit in both 
these ideas is the notion of empowerment for participants, including ownership and 
control of one’s own representation, and the ability to create and manage it (p.439).  
 
As Dougherty and Nitin note, the grammars of participatory video in particular are valuable 
since they offer activists and researchers a tangible method for engaging communities and 
operationalising a participatory ethos. They explain that participatory video is “more than 
collaborative production with technical strategies and vague goals of promoting 
engagement, it emphasizes an iterative process whereby facilitators work in tandem with 
communities to plan, produce, distribute, and often advocate around a meaningful visual 
narrative” (p.439). 
 
Many scholars of visual methodologies such as participatory video have noted, however, the 
lack of theoretical attention to the intricate and political dynamics of representation  
(Mitchel et, al 2012; Buckingham, 2009; Gubrium et al,, 2014; Kindon, 2003). Media studies 
scholar David Buckingham (2009) cautions against the naive tendency to assume that visual 
methodologies allow researchers to, “overcome the rationalistic or logocentric tendencies 
of verbal approaches, and to enable the subjects of research to express their views more 
directly and with less interference or contamination for the researcher” (p.633). Likewise, 
Kindon (2003) reminds us that, "no vision – natural or prosthetic – is neutral or objective. 
(…) All uses of video, including those that are participatory, build in specific ways of seeing; 
there is no unmediated image only” (p.149). Such observations highlight the evocative ways 
that DST as a mediatised, socially engaged art form celebrating first person life narratives 
and “self-representation”, intersects with participatory video as a research methodology. 
Both terms—Digital Storytelling and participatory video—are conceptually dense, and 
signify material practices in a range of contexts. Employing these methods in research 
contexts is a layered and ethically complex practice. 
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Digital Storytelling has been applied as a research tool in only a limited way. It is increasingly 
being embraced in Australia, however, and around the world (Hartley, 2009), as a strategy to 
further a growing number of social and educational agendas such as: extending tools for 
cultural participation to disadvantaged/marginalised communities (Nixon, 2009; Salazar, 
2010), providing training in media production (Podkalicka & Thomas, 2010), and leveraging 
the development of (digital) literacy skills (Ackermann et al 2006; Pahl, & Rowsell, 2011; 
Warschauer, 2004). A more diffuse goal of building creative capacity within the wider 
population has also been associated with DST projects. (Spurgeon et al., 2009). Typically 
individuals and communities engage in Digital Storytelling practices in partnership with 
professionals working in a diversity of settings such as community media/arts, cultural 
heritage, education, and social welfare, community cultural development and activism.  In 
Australia, DST is currently often employed as part of public programming in cultural 
institutions, or as a part of a short term education, community development or arts strategy 
(Burgess, 2006; Dreher, 2012; Klaebe & Foth, 2006; Podkalicka & Thomas, 2010; Russo, 
2011; Salazar, 2010; Simondson, 2009; Spurgeon et al., 2009; Watkins & Russo, 2007). In all 
of these contexts DST serves as a container for the articulation and development of 
subjectivity, cultural and civic expression and socially engaged creativity.  
 
Framing Digital Storytelling projects of this nature, in many cases, are the expectations and 
agendas which emanate from a range of stakeholder institutions and funding programs, and 
these influences are not always transparent or easy to map (Dush, 2012; Thumim, 2009). For 
the facilitators, striking the right balance here—between leadership and participation, 
between aesthetic and instrumental aims, between product and process, between the local 
concerns and wider social justice objectives, between therapeutic, educational and activist 
objectives—is a complex and amorphous process. Focusing on such tensions draws attention 
to the role of the mediating agents in Digital Storytelling. Nancy Thumim (2012), writing 
about the dynamics storytelling in museum practice, claims that self-representation in oral 
history and Digital Storytelling, "is mediated institutionally, textually and culturally" (p.105). 
Spurgeon et al (2009) suggest the term "co-creative media" is a useful one in a research 
context since it highlights the fact that this form of cultural production is "facilitated by 
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people and organisations, not just technology" (p.275). In Digital Storytelling the level of 
intervention performed by the facilitating agents are, 
so intensive and extensive as to warrant a more precise descriptor for these social 
relations. The term “co-creative media” has proven to be a very useful tool for 
thinking about these dynamics. (…) It allows us to get under the hood of 
participatory culture as a facilitated social process which involves the articulation of 
expertise and enthusiasm. It provides a tool for considering the agency of experts, 
organisations and technology (p.283-284). 
 
Where DST methodology has been applied in research contexts, the under-theorised nature 
of this "facilitated social process"—both in terms of the aesthetic affordances and the 
potential conflicts, has often been highlighted. Chloë Brushwood Rose and Colette Granger's 
(2012) study, for example, examines an instance of Digital Storytelling through an analytical 
lens incorporating psychoanalytical perspectives. The autobiographical narratives told by 
women newly immigrated to Canada, as an outcome of participating a DST workshop 
process, are deconstructed to illuminate the way this kind of storytelling can be a "point of 
entry to a transitional space" (p.15). In this process the ambivalences and silences—the 
things that are not included in the story, the questions that are not asked—fall into relief and 
through this process, these new perspectives may be made available to the storyteller and 
the audience, as part of a new or expanded story. This phenomenon may point to significant 
tensions underpinning personal narratives as a form of inquiry. In this way Digital 
Storytelling, and this form of multi-modal composing in particular, facilitates an iterative 
process of meaning making and engagement with life story which may result in a story that 
incorporates contradictions and symbolism to a larger extent that text based narratives.  
 
Anna Poletti (2011) examines the "complexity of coaxing life narrative into the public sphere 
through a pedagogical practice such as Digital Storytelling" (p.81). Poletti’s analysis draws 
attention to the role of the discursive environment and the framing offered by the 
institutions that host DST projects, noting that, “stories are told in the service of 
relationships” (p.77). Kelly McWilliams (2009) observed a similar pattern whereby in 
particular sites, most notably cultural institutions, certain kinds of life stories are “coaxed” so 
that collections may be generated that have thematic coherence relevant to a curatorial 
project. DST methodology, meanwhile, also overtly coaches storytellers in narrative 
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accessibility and closure. Given the codified thematic preoccupations embedded in the DST 
methodology, Poletti questions the capacity of Digital Storytelling to raise uncomfortable 
questions and link these to wider social conditions. She questions whether the method 
supports storytellers "to articulate the relationships between personal experiences of 
structural social and political inequalities, given its narrative emphasis on closure, affect and 
universality" (p73). Drawing on Berlant’s (1997) theory of the intimate public, she argues 
that the DST method, “produces texts focused on affective connection with the audience, 
contributing to the prevalence of intimacy and affect in the construction of contemporary 
citizenship" (p.73).  
In spite of the tensions, Digital Storytelling as a cultural practice represents a site of intensely 
focused, overlapping interests, and it serves as a container for a resilient vision of a 
connection between creativity and democracy. Calls such as these for further investigations 
into this form of co-creative practice, resonate within the literature, 
We need - if we are to take Lambert's vision of the potential contribution of Digital 
Storytelling to democracy seriously – to follow closely through extended empirical 
work not just the forms and styles of Digital Storytelling and what types of people in 
what locations are involved in Digital Storytelling, but in what wider contexts and 
under what conditions digital stories are exchanged, referred to, treated as a 
resource and given recognition and authority (Couldry 2008, p.389). 
 
3.2 Virtual Sociality and Risky Politics  
The original Digital Storytelling (DST) form has morphed in recent years in a rapidly evolving 
field, and where once the practice hinged on a workshop model, the options for co-creation 
are now diversifying. The DST tradition remains evident in the many projects using co-
created life stories in localised face-to-face settings, with a social change or human rights 
advocacy agenda (Hull & Katz, 2006; Podkalicka & Thomas, 2010; Polk, 2010; J. Salazar, 
2010). The DST tradition and philosophy is also evident in the proliferating, communal life 
story-sharing websites and networks, many of which blend self-generated and facilitated 
content (Lénárt-Cheng & Walker, 2011; Mackley & Karpovich, 2012). It is clear, however, 
that co-creative media practice in education, arts and welfare, as well as in social justice and 
human rights activism, in both face-to-face and online settings, is a now a site of 
experimentation and innovation.  
 Page | 43  
 
DST, as an offline practice, has come of age in a new media environment where creative 
content is generated and circulated via social networks (Ardevol et al, 2010; Banks & 
Humphreys, 2008; Hartley, 2010; Jenkins, 2010; Potts et al, 2008). This newer brand of Web 
2.0 enabled storytelling emerges from the kinds of cultural practices forged in “media 
convergence” (Jenkins, 2008) and in the “produser” (Bruns, 2007) phenomenon, where 
users become producers of their own content. As storytellers can now create and curate 
content via a personalised assemblage of affordances offered by YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, 
Tumblr and the social networks thriving on an ever evolving range of online platforms, this 
movement has led to disruptions to models of information production and consumption. 
New possibilities for witnessing injustices and for protest are also born in such a media 
ecology. In terms of refugee life narratives—and particularly in the context of new platforms 
for circulating testimonies documenting human rights abuses—the potential for a 
"reformulation of ethical relations" (Derrida, 2000) is a tantalising one. Whitlock (2015), 
however, claims that as sites for generating collective action, these "mercurial" spaces 
remain unpredictable, since, 
 (v)ia the affordances of Web 2.0 technologies, asylum seeker testimony can produce 
new affective channels and mobilize social activism. Equally, it can remain adrift, 
unanchored, and beyond networks of advocacy and recognition (…) Social 
networking sites can also be inhospitable platforms that sustain fears of invasion and 
the exclusion of the strangers aboard boats (p.261-262). 
 
Strategies to frame and manage life narrative and testimonies are being developed within a 
globalised, online human rights movement. Educational and training material aimed at 
facilitators and producers of co-created digital content, is distributed on local and 
international activist media and human rights websites as a strategy to support artists, 
activists, communities and individual users to develop and contribute content. International 
human rights organisations are increasingly making sophisticated strategic use of social 
media, offering integrated platforms and tools to facilitate the incorporation of “user-
generated content” and use re-appropriation (Gregory, 2012; Waldorf, 2012). 
 
All this activity can be seen to generate a product, which has a specific (affective) value in an 
economy centred on the critical role of life stories in these activist enterprises. As the field of 
practice grows rapidly in this inventive, fertile soil, however, the ethical and creative 
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challenges of co-creating and sharing life stories told (particularly by vulnerable people), also 
grows, exponentially. When facilitated storytelling meets new media notions of performance 
and audiences need to be reworked; this form prompts, “new imaginings of virtual sociality 
enabled by concepts of community that do not depend on personal encounter”(Smith & 
Watson, 2010, p.168). 
 
The idea that life narratives are potent instruments in sense-making (Goodson, 2006), in 
initiating dialogue (Black, 2008) and sustaining social movements (Lénárt-Cheng & Walker, 
2011) is not new.  Catherine Fosl (2008) argues that in using personal narratives to build 
activist movements, it is in part the immediacy of person-to-person contact that galvanises 
social action. She frames this discussion in terms of embodied, oral performances, versus 
written stories, and she views the former as a precursor for dialogue, arguing that, 
embodiment - among the most widely explored elements in feminist scholarship 
today - creates a different sort of intimacy between narrator and listener than 
experienced by a reader. While the impact, the feeling of connection, even, may be 
no more powerful for one who listens than one who reads, the bond created with a 
written text and its author is at least more solitary and self-contained. Physical 
presence produces a kind of immediacy and reciprocity that is dialogic or at least 
creates an opportunity for dialogue (p.221). 
 
In social justice activism, generating a feeling of connection and creating an opportunity for 
dialogue would seem to be crucial elements of securing the solidarity of strangers. While the 
digital environments that we increasingly inhabit are rife with personal stories, the audience 
for these stories, like in autobiographical writing, is often assumed, imagined, and once 
removed. In this story sharing medium, the expressions on fire-lit faces cannot be part of the 
storytelling feedback loop in quite the same way. The internet, however, is creating new 
affordances and in these spaces new digital communities and cultures are emerging. Media 
scholars have documented the rise of online communal life-story-sharing spaces and 
practices, noting that, “technology today brings people together who otherwise could not 
be sitting around the same fire, and this intensified experience of sharing life stories leads to 
new forms of activism” (Lénárt-Cheng & Walker, 2011 p.142-143).  Furthermore, as Robyn 
Penman and Sue Turnbull (2012) explain, 
In the digital media world of today, we can be on-line contemporaneously, working 
in the nowness of our utterances, and honouring the involvement obligation with 
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others. It is these participatory features of new media that lend themselves readily 
to dialogic considerations. The challenge will be to explore how the dynamics of 
practical knowing and dialogue, once thought restricted to the ‘face-to-face' 
encounter, are played out in the world of new participatory media (p.8). 
 
Virtual sociality, however, is a realm not well understood. Jim Macnamara (2013) claims that 
the gap in our understanding about online audiences is a skills and knowledge gap in our 
“media literacy”. He argues that the democratisation of voice afforded by the explosion in 
new forms of social media and vast numbers of citizens who produce as well and consume 
media content, has been accompanied by audience fragmentation and “atomisation”. This 
means that the work of listening has become “an altogether new challenge”. Furthermore, 
he argues that, "there is overwhelming advocacy and what could be described as 
valorisation of voice in the narrow sense of speaking in much scholarly and popular 
literature, and significantly less discussion of how the important corollaries of audiences and 
listening are operationalized to make voice matter” (p.161). Addressing this gap begins with 
a recognition of the shifting nature of a listening audience, since: 
(f)or the most part, audiences are assumed to listen. Even more presumptuously, in 
mediated public communication, audiences are largely assumed to exist. They are 
imagined communities.(…) Unlike public speaking to physically assembled groups of 
people, media audiences cannot be seen or heard by speakers. Therefore, they are 
doubly assumed and imagined – assumed and imagined to exist and assumed and 
imagined to listen (p.161). 
 
Adi Kuntsman (2010) turns a spotlight on the affective and discursive power of 
contemporary digital media use in the context of our modes of witnessing, feeling and 
responding to political violence. In her view, “online communication is saturated with 
passion, (...) virtual conflicts move us, and our use of digital media is about affective 
investment, as much as it is about information, storage of data or forms of 
communication”(p.9). Kuntsman’s notion of the “cybertouch of war” encapsulates an 
emergent phenomenon, a new mode of embodied engagement fostered by digital cultures. 
She claims that wars and genocide have an emotional impact in spite of being removed from 
us in time and space; they touch us, “through the monitors of our computers and mobile 
phones, whether by creating an immediate emotional response (sadness, rage, pain, 
compassion, indifference etc.) or by leading to long-lasting changes in the ways we 
remember and experience war and conflicts” (p.9-10). 
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The use of emotion as currency, conveyed by the life narratives used in social justice 
activism, and the ethical corollaries of such an “economy of affect” (Whitlock, 2007), is risky 
politics. Much of the affective power of DST in community based settings draws on the 
“politics of affirmation” that is characteristic of community arts practice (Hawkins 1993). 
Community screenings of digital stories are often seen as a positive step in the 
democratisation of “voice” and are usually accompanied by a celebratory, “feel good” mood 
(Dreher, 2012). Jenny Kidd (2009) has written how, “these screenings are invariably charged 
with emotion, because of both the affective resonance of the stories, and the climax of 
group investment and endeavour” (p.169).   
 
Conversely, audience responses to online testimonies of human rights violations are less 
reliable. Geraldine Pratt (2009), writing about a collaborative research project with activist 
groups in Vancouver, collected stories which traced the impact of the Canadian temporary 
work visa program (which brings mostly Filipino women to Canada as live-in domestic 
workers).  Since many of these stories testified to the grief and loss these women 
experienced on leaving their own children behind (in order to take up employment caring for 
Canadian children), the hope was that such narratives of maternal loss, "will find an 
audience and evoke an affective response among policy-makers and a wide public beyond 
the Filipino community in ways that earlier critiques of the program have not” (p.3). Pratt 
identifies three risks in circulating these stories: “calling up the stigmatization of bad 
mother, inviting a violently sentimental appropriation of experience, and congealing 
subjectivity in a simplifying narrative of victimization” (p.9). She questions what we can 
learn from paying attention to these risks, “before attempting to push the testimonials into 
the commoditized field of media and public policy discourse (and) how might we use this 
analysis to construct an ethical reader or listener?” (p.7). Drawing on the writings of Ahmed 
(2004), Butler (2004) and Gregory (2004) Pratt concludes that if the circulation of affect, 
“creates borders and communities of insiders and outsiders, the opposite is also the case: 
existing imaginative geographies structure the flow of affect and can create borders and 
chasms across which affective claims and relations simply do not cross” (p.7). 
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These observations point to the complexities of employing life narratives in social justice 
campaigns, and the critical gap in our understanding of the mediating role of institutions, 
cultures and "imaginative geographies". Emerging research is increasingly emphatic in 
underscoring the under-theorised ethical dimensions to co-creative media facilitation in this 
field (Berlant, 2001; Gready, 2010; Gregory, 2012; Hesford, 2004; Phillips, 2010; Pratt, 2009; 
Schaffer & Smith, 2004; Waldorf, 2012; Whitlock, 2015). This research also indicates how the 
audiences for these stories are part of the picture; agents in the process of generating 
positive (or otherwise) outcomes. These questions revolve around the affective and ethical 
dimensions of life narratives since as Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith (2004) explain,  
All stories invite an ethical response from listeners and readers. All have strong 
affective dimensions for both the teller and their audiences, affects that can be 
channelled in negative and positive ways, through personal, political, legal, and 
aesthetic circuits that exist, but can also impede, the advance of human rights. 
Whether or not storytelling in the field of human rights results in the extension of 
human justice, dignity, and freedom depends on the willingness of those addressed 
to hear the stories and to take responsibility (p.4-5). 
 
Within the capricious realms of these digital cultures, life narratives are produced and 
circulated like never before; they are collected, assembled and framed by organisational 
agendas, grouped under thematic rubrics, shared via screenings with local community 
audiences, disseminated globally via platforms such as YouTube, and featured in global 
human rights campaigns run by organisations such as Amnesty International and Witness. 
Contemporary digital cultures, while they offer new opportunities for activism, also arm the 
politics of perception with new forms and new opportunities for distortion, dismissal and 
dehumanisation. For arts practitioners and activists operating in collaboration with local 
communities, little clarity or guidance is available on best practice for co-creating stories in a 
way that creatively engages with the increasingly loaded ethical implications of this practice. 
Co-creative media facilitators, when their work moves them into the territory of human 
rights activism, encounter tensions and dilemmas that are significantly more pronounced 
than in local, celebratory Digital Storytelling projects. Operating in this zone means that 
these practitioners are navigating without a roadmap and this observation made by Paul 
Gready (2010) can be seen to apply equally to co-creative media facilitators, 
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Human rights practitioners lack a more general ethical code similar to those followed 
by other professions, such as lawyers, physicians and journalists. As a result many 
human rights fieldworkers stumble upon challenges that are fundamental to their 
craft, without the benefit of clear guidelines (p.178). 
 
3.3 The Ethics of Representing Others 
In concert with what has been described as a “memoir boom” (Gilmore, 2001) over the last 
couple of decades, a burgeoning preoccupation with documenting narratives of trauma and 
survival has entered the public sphere. These life narratives form the “cultural apparatus” of 
human rights activism (Nayar, 2010). As human rights activist Paul Gready (2010) explains 
they, “spark the law into life, transcend cultural and political difference, and cement the 
solidarity of strangers” (p.178). Scholars such Kay Schaffer and Sidonie Smith (2004) agree 
noting that, “life narratives have become one of the most potent vehicles for advancing 
human rights claims”(p.1). Schaffer and Smith observe that storytelling works on multiple 
scales and can serve a range of purposes in relation to both specific communities and the 
wider global public. They claim that, “in the specific locales of rights violations and in the 
larger court of public opinion, life narrative becomes essential to affect recourse, mobilise 
action, forge communities of interest, and enable social change” (p.3). 
 
Maggie O'Neill and Ramaswami Harindranath (2006) contend that bringing the life 
narratives of refugees and asylum seekers into the public sphere, “counters the sanitized, 
demonized or hidden aspect of the lived cultures of exile and belonging. (…) In doing so 
biographical research helps to produce knowledge and a form of social justice" (p. 42-43). 
Similarly, Gillian Whitlock (2007) characterises life narratives employed in this fashion as 
“soft weapons” which can humanise, “categories of people whose experiences are 
frequently unseen and unheard” (p.3). She claims that to make someone with a refugee 
background visible in this way, “is to make powerful interventions in debates about social 
justice, sovereignty, and human rights” (2010, p.3). Pramod Nayar (2010) maintains that life 
narratives with affective potency can re-inscribe the subjective, creating a new space for 
dialogue through collaborative activism and empathetic work. Her argument is that it is 
through the performance of emotions that the logic of social debate is disrupted, since 
 Page | 49  
 
“recoding individuals through affect becomes a reversal of the other codes—juridical, 
patriarchal, economic, familial” (p.19).   
 
American writer, filmmaker and political activist Susan Sontag, in her extended 
consideration of what may be a suitable emotional response to graphic images of suffering, 
wrote that, 
It seems too simple to elect sympathy.(…) So far as we feel sympathy, we feel we are 
not accomplices to what caused the suffering. Our sympathy proclaims our 
innocence as well as our impotence. (…)To set aside the sympathy we extend to 
others beset by war and murderous politics for a reflection on how our privileges are 
located on the same map as their suffering, and may—in ways we might prefer not 
to imagine— be linked to their suffering, as the wealth of some may imply the 
destitution of others, is a task for which the painful, stirring images supply only an 
initial spark (2003, p.102-103). 
Sympathy, as Sontag writes, for the suffering of others, is an emotion that fails to register 
the privilege of the sympathiser on the same map as the hardship of the sufferer. Sontag’s 
recognition of the complicated path that narrativising, mediating and communicating 
suffering can take is more relevant now than ever. Particularly in Australia, staging first 
person refugee narratives in the public sphere, as Anna Szörényi (2009) explains, can trigger 
a paradox because, 
(t)he moment they are defined as refugees or asylum seekers, the tellers of these 
tales are already caught up in a particularly acute discursive engagement with 
questions of ‘humanity’ and ‘human rights’, questions which, when translated to the 
national level where refugee debate obsessively revolves around borders, all too 
easily become themes of inclusion and exclusion which implicitly work against the 
very inclusiveness of the concept of universal humanity they seek to invoke (p.174). 
 
Szörényi here also highlights the dangers of mediating testimonies of abuse, and questions 
whether it is possible to evoke an ethical response, “that does not require the display of 
suffering in order to inaugurate a sense of acceptability”(p.175). Likewise, Julie Salverson 
(1999) claims that an insistence on testimony in community based theatre with refugee 
participants is a problematic warning that this is a dynamic which can, “reinscribe a victim 
discourse that sustains the psychic residues of violent histories, codifying the very 
powerlessness they seek to address” (p.1). Salverson suggests that, “performances which 
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testify must explore form and content in ways which move beyond various binaries (…) and 
invite and retell the complex mix of fears and desires, abilities and injuries, that comprise 
subjecthood” (p. 11).  Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson (2010) articulate these conflicting and 
nebulous meanings succinctly, when they explain that life narratives of “radical suffering” 
circulating in both on and offline distribution networks, are a fraught currency in the context 
of human rights campaigning. Their observation is that,  
Increasingly scholars are turning their attention to the ways in which life stories, and 
scenes of witness, are involved in campaigns for human rights, claims of citizenships, 
and disputes over property. Theorists of the regime of human rights have assayed its 
multivalent meanings: as an intricate formulation of discourses, protocols, practices, 
and institutions for dealing with radical suffering; as a lingua franca for activism both 
nationally and transnationally; as a politicized regime, invoked and deployed in 
geopolitics; as a contested liberal regime identified with the West and its neo-
imperial politics; as a contemporary global formation always in motion and 
transition (p.220). 
 
The craft of facilitating the co-production of these life narratives, of mediating this “lingua 
franca”, can therefore be cast as skilled, cultural work, particularly in the context of human 
rights and social justice activism. Best practices for mediating these life narratives as digital 
compositions, in an intercultural context, as Guiseppe Getto et al (2011) caution, is a delicate 
art, since "the very act of mediation of one group of people by another in itself indicates the 
logic of its production" (p.172).  Framing a model of cultural mediation for the production of 
digital compositions, based on three projects undertaken in collaboration with a 
multicultural neighbourhood centre in Michigan in the United States, these scholars argue 
that cultural mediation should ensure that, 
local cultural values and practices become a key part of both final products and the 
processes involved with creating and maintaining those products. At the same time, 
it’s important to remember that digital mediation and its grammars can 
unintentionally distort, disembody, and decontextualize the very cultural lifeways 
that it strives to protect and represent. Only when we recognize how mediation acts 
as both sign technology and marker of a social and cultural logic can we develop 
best practices for digital composition (p.172-173). 
 
This way of describing cultural mediation in the context of co-producing digital 
compositions, as a practice with its own often unrecognised “grammars” with both material 
and relational dimensions, is a useful one. The DST methodology is overtly predicated on 
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notions of “empowering” marginalised and disadvantaged people and communities; in 
facilitating “voice”. While conceptual frameworks for ethical practice are debated within 
related professional communities: by documentary filmmakers (Butchart, 2006) by 
educators, within regard to critical pedagogy in particular (Freire, 1994; Kincheloe, 2008), in 
community arts and cultural development practice (Kindon et al., 2007; Meade & Shaw, 
2007) and in oral history work (Sheftel & Zembrzycki, 2010) for example, co-creative media 
facilitators, in this respect, are not as well resourced. The volatility of the contemporary 
digitally networked environment means that these practitioners are encountering and 
negotiating a new ethical landscape, as they grapple with a set of fluid conditions affecting 
issues such as intellectual property, representation and the circulation of digitalised content 
in a new media ecology.  
 
One way of attempting to protect the interests of testimonial storytelling is modelled by a 
particular group of trauma survivors in South Africa. Christopher Colvin (2006) recounts the 
experiences of some “victim” storytellers, members of a support and advocacy group in the 
wake of the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Cape Town, who have been pushing for 
the recognition of their stories as intellectual property as a way to secure protection against 
the manipulation and marketisation of their stories of abuse and survival. This strategy was 
adopted by the storytellers as a way to manage a system of exchange as their narratives of 
suffering increasingly became a form of currency in global circuits of media and activist 
knowledge production. The point was to retain control and ownership and to establish that 
the storytellers expected a particular kind of ethical response from their listeners. Colvin, 
however argues that, 
The commodification of traumatic storytelling, however, makes it more and more 
difficult for members to secure such a response. For it takes stories of pain and 
privatizes them, removing them in effect from the public sphere and making them—
for those listening—a question of consumption rather than ethical recognition and 
response. In this way, the scope for engaging with traumatic images and narrative in 
the public sphere in a way that does not objectify them is narrowed. This 
objectification of traumatic images and narratives is dangerous precisely because it 
obscures the social and political relations of production that made them possible in 
the first place—and here I mean both the relationships that facilitated the 
production and circulation of the stories themselves, as well as the relationships 
that enabled the violence in the first place (p.180-181). 
 Page | 52  
 
The South African storytellers’ claim for compensation in this enterprise is illuminating as it 
shines light on the question of how we value the social relationships that underpin co-
creative media production as well as the outcomes of this relationship. Testimonial stories of 
suffering don’t necessarily fit into our common understanding of a cultural “product” worthy 
of an intellectual property claim, but they clearly have exchange value. Players in this system 
include diplomats, politicians, scholars, journalists, trauma counsellors, documentary film 
makers, international aid workers, a range of legal professionals, human rights activists and 
so on.  A global circuit of narrative flow is generated as “victim” stories are procured and 
reproduced for circulation and consumption by diverse audiences.  Colvin paints a picture 
showing how the storytellers in this scenario worked to protect their interests in an ethically 
fraught dynamic. The language, logic and process of commodification, however, can be seen 
to short circuit the power of these stories as a means of instigating a dialogue in the public 
sphere framed by a “shared moral imagination”. So in this sense Colvin questions the 
strategy of story ownership as an effective means to an ends. The question that remains 
unanswered, however, is that if the way to effect change and promote justice for those who 
have experienced human rights abuses is to appeal to a shared moral imagination and foster 
dialogue in a public sphere, how can this best be achieved?   
 
Brian Phillips (2010) claims that storytellers in the world of theatre have been making direct 
use of testimony gathered from victims and witnesses of human rights abuses with 
increasing enthusiasm. Phillips explains that such storytelling has a potency with audiences, 
which means that it is perhaps not surprising, 
the transmission of testimony has now become a staple of sorts (...) in performance 
spaces (…). And sure enough, in the contemporary theatre world, writers 
contributing to the rapidly expanding genre of the human rights drama can often 
expect to be fêted for their forays into distant lands and damaged lives. Playwrights 
and other theatre artists have been making direct use of testimony gathered from 
victims and witnesses of human rights abuses with notable regularity during the last 
decade (p.273). 
 
Phillips’ review of some contemporary dramatic texts and theatrical performances, in 
Europe and the United States, which incorporate victim and witness testimony, is from the 
point of view of an academic, a human rights researcher and practitioner. Phillips concedes 
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that for the theatre going public the value of these dramatisations can include awareness 
raising, since they are being aired in a public sphere (in the sense that Colvin, as noted 
earlier, called for). He nonetheless questions whether, “there are perhaps a range of crucial 
questions about what constitutes ethical practice in this regard that need to be explored 
more thoroughly by both creators and consumers of contemporary humans rights drama – 
at least before we make too-grandiose assumptions about art’s redemptive capacity” 
(p.275).    
 
Phillips’ disquiet is perhaps related to the appearance of what could be described as a 
“Hollywood” flavour in this affective dimension that complicates the relationship between 
the storyteller, the story co-creator, the social justice activist, and various publics. 
Contemporary Western audiences have an insatiable appetite for personal stories.  As 
Margaret Jolly (2012) contends, “late modernity has spot lit intimate relations”. United 
States scholar Lauren Berlant’s (1997) influential theory of “intimate publics” offers an 
assessment of the way life narrative operates in contemporary American culture; what could 
be described as an “Oprahization” phenomenon. Yiannis Gabriel (2004) refers to the 
‘Oprahization’ of culture as, "the increasing hegemony of an incontestable confessional 
discourse which enables the victim to become a survivor through the magic of finding a 
voice and having their voice heard" (p.11). As Jolly (2012) claims these theories work to shift 
conventional understanding of the genre of autobiography, “out toward the 
autobiographicalization of public culture as a whole” (p.vi). Berlant’s observation that 
publics now “presume intimacy” frames the sharing of life stories online as part of a market 
driven by “desires and discontents”. Operating within such a market obviates the power of 
these stories and storytellers for political claims or advocacy since these public spheres work 
as, “affect worlds,” where emotions precede rational or deliberative thought, attaching 
strangers to each other via a structure of feeling and a shaping of the terms of the 
engagement.  
 
Personal testimonies of suffering however, or of survival for that matter, can sometimes run 
aground in the absence of any mediation at all. Whitlock (2015) for example, comments on 
the experience of viewing  a series of four clips filmed on smartphones and uploaded to 
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YouTube in October 2012 as “a boat carrying Hazara asylum seekers to Australia” (which) 
presents the asylum seekers as “produsers” of their own testimonial account (p.259). These 
accounts were, “filmed by the asylum seekers themselves, self-representations captured and 
disseminated by new technologies and social networks” (p.260). As Whitlock notes however, 
cut loose from the “metrics of authenticity” (Smith & Watson, 2010), these clips also 
“indicate how social media can render asylum seekers vulnerable” (p.260), since, 
Detached from the networks of social activism and investigative journalism that can 
authenticate and network asylum seeker testimony, these clips filmed from the 
decks of the boat attract vilification and hate speech that remain indelibly attached 
in comments uploaded to You- Tube—dark paratexts that frame each viewing, 
challenging the statements of compassionate witness online with hate speech 
(p.260).  
Smith and Watson (2010) explain how the unruliness of such stories is managed by activists 
and publishers through the construction of “paratexts” which frame testimonial narratives. 
These spaces provide sites where such authorities can, “attest to the veracity of the story 
and the integrity of the witness” (p.598).  Such mediators act as “secondary witnesses” 
producing paratexts that, “embed the individual story in the larger story of a group or 
movement, linking personal experience to known historical events. Professionals may also 
address absences, lacunae, or incoherence in the narration by providing an explanatory 
framework to guide reader response” (p.598).  Whitlock (2015) identifies a similar process in 
a broadcast media environment where, “translators, anchors, journalists, and the authority 
of the national broadcaster confirm the “metrics of authenticity” of the testimony, which 
nurtures receptive networks, and solicits compassionate witness” (p.259). For Sam Jones 
(2010), cultural institutions like museums have a critical role in this respect since they are, 
established as space for “exposition and explanation” and this is what gives them 
such potential in the communication of some of the issues surrounding refugees. 
Museums’ displays and exhibitions also provide a sense of establishment in the 
communities they serve: they can lend posterity and solemnity to stories, bringing 
them to life for new audiences in different contexts; at the same time, they can 
confer a different sense of respect for objects in ways that give them very different 
meaning (p.xiv). 
Katherine Goodnow (2010) also implicates museum practice in this kind of project, 
highlighting the constructive potential of participatory methods involving new media in the 
task of ethical mediation of refugee stories. New technologies may help in the process of 
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both sharing refugee stories as well as involving the storytellers themselves in the process of 
producing and disessminating the creative outcomes. As Goodnow notes, however, “we 
need work that goes beyond personal testimony aimed solely at raising empathy. We need 
to elicit work that provides contexts that implicate the broader global community” (p.135). 
Conclusion 
In summary, this review of the debates in contemporary story mediation points to a number 
of cautions and challenges for practitioners. Good practice in mediating refugee life stories 
involves at a minimum, a mindfulness about the ethics of representation and an exploration 
of form and content in ways that disrupt the "victim” and “rescuer" binary. Careful 
consideration of the terms of the engagement, with individuals and communities, and with 
the publics who are potential audiences for co-created life narrative compositions also 
figures in an ethical practice for mediating refugee stories.  
 
In the search for guidance on how to translate these cautions into practice, Smith and 
Watson’s (2010) call for a new paradigm for framing testimonial life narrative is 
enlightening. Here the central concern is to trouble the construction of a singular witness to 
the injustice experienced by survivors of human rights abuses, whose credibility must be 
authenticated. In the new kind of reading proposed here the survivors’ capacity for agency 
is highlighted, and there is a focus on, “geopolitical contexts and constraints, and 
possibilities for productive narrative intervention” (p.620). Moreover in this new reading 
paradigm we seek recognition, “beyond identification with the individualized story of a 
“victim,” thereby resisting the demand for unquestioning belief that has been complicit in 
the culture of rescue as a neo-imperial formation supporting global northern hegemony” 
(p.620). 
 
In this way Smith and Watson’s new paradigm turns the tables on audiences for refugee 
stories and invites such readers to pay attention to what it may mean to be “complicit in the 
culture of rescue” (p.590). Commonly the expectation of such publics (audiences who are 
safely residing in wealthy countries not torn apart by armed conflict) is that the consumption 
of refugee stories will involve an experience which “constitutes a cross-cultural encounter 
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through which (they) are positioned as ethical subjects within the global imaginary of 
human rights advocacy” (p.590).  
 
While such advocacy is vital, a reading position of this nature can leave global asymmetries 
of power and privilege unchallenged—it can reinstate a binary, and an unquestioned right to 
believe and act, or discredit and ignore the testimony of suffering, persecution and exile.  An 
ethical reading practice of refugee life narratives instead, as Smith and Watson outline, 
would involve the following three elements: foregrounding survivor agency; an analysis of 
the geopolitical contexts for the stories; and an approach which problematises the reader’s 
interpretative standpoint from an ideological perspective.  
 
While reading in this analysis is an active rather than passive act, in participatory arts 
practice (where the focus in on using a co-creative media approach to mediate refugee life 
stories), facilitators potentially have the opportunity to be even more proactive in the co-
construction of meanings, via the “grammars” of mediation. The question that emerges here 
is how to operationalize proactivity of this nature, and whether it can be a risky or valuable 
opportunity to embrace such an ethical reorientation in the very creative and collaborative 
processes of mediating refugee stories. In prompting such questions, this discussion of 
scholarly debate around representation and life story mediation points to both the traps and 
the opportunities that accompany co-creative media facilitators in their work with refugees 
and asylum seekers. The way the storytelling projects that comprised the fieldwork for this 
research took up these questions and challenges is discussed in the remainder of this thesis.   
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Chapter 4: Research Design  
Introduction 
The research design for this study hinges on a focus on the material practices of mediation 
(Cruz & Ardèvol, 2013; Packer & Wiley, 2013; Schatzki, 2001). It is built on the research 
traditions of Participatory Action Research (PAR) and performed ethnography and the 
productive synergies between these two approaches. Torre et al (2008), in convening an 
activist research collective composed of “differently positioned youth and adults” to 
investigate the injustices of public education in the United States, built in a response to the 
question of power within the research design itself. As these researchers explain, 
We did this not simply by remedial means - that is, but giving “voice” to those 
“oppressed” or simply by counter-hegemonic challenge - encouraging those with 
privilege to express guilt and responsibility and redeem themselves. Instead, we 
created a common project for analysing the patterns of social (in)justice, generated 
with youth, sculptured from the clay of social history, participatory research and the 
personal experiences of the young people present (p.27). 
The storytelling projects at the heart of this study were built in an equivalent fashion— 
framed by a participatory and collaborative research process, founded on our responses to a 
social and political context, and inspired by the personal experiences of the young people 
involved. The concept of a “contact zone”, as the explorations and deliberations in this and 
subsequent chapters will show, is fundamental both to the research design and to the 
learning generated by this study.  
4.1 Participatory Action Research 
As a social research methodology that provides a structure for blending scholarly, activist 
and collaborative objectives, participatory action research (PAR) was a clear choice for three 
mains reasons.  
 
Firstly, PAR was flexible enough to accommodate the “messiness” of the fieldwork. “Mess” is 
a descriptor often applied to the processes and outcomes of action research (Cook, 2009; 
Goodnough, 2008; Law, 2004). Kye Askins and Rachel Pain (2011) describe the 
unpredictability of their research site, referring to a recent PAR project in the United 
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Kingdom which engaged with young people from diverse cultural backgrounds using arts 
based methods. These authors identified three ways in which “messiness” manifested in the 
social space that was activated. The materialities of doing participatory art is, in the first 
instance, messy.  Participatory practices are themselves messy and unpredictable because of 
the kinds of relationships involved, and thirdly, 
Messiness refers to the complex and irresolvable politics of interaction, in that these 
interactions - while they are brief moments, transient interfaces, and situated 
connections - also held the potential to cross space, place, and time in 
unforeseeable ways. We also recognise our own roles within this messy contact 
zone, placing ourselves as part of these complex, irresolvable, and unforeseeable 
encounters (p.809).  
 
PAR is an approach which invites us to rise to the challenge of accommodating the 
unpredictability and complexity of fieldwork which involves socially engaged arts practice. 
Sara Kindon et al (2007) claim that as an ‘orientation to inquiry’ PAR demands, 
“methodological innovation if it is to adapt and respond to the needs of specific contexts, 
research questions or problems, and the relationships between researchers and research 
participants” (p.13). In this sense a PAR approach gave me the flexibility, the tools and the 
framework to take advantage of the unforeseeable twists and turns, and the creative leaps, 
that emerged as an outcome of the participatory art process. 
 
Secondly, PAR is an approach that supports a focused process of listening, translating and 
mediating across various stakeholder’s practices and priorities. In the early stages of scoping 
this study, as the community engagement process started taking shape as a multi-
partnership project, with various stakeholders having expectations of a tangible outcome, 
PAR as an explicitly “applied” approach to research met this need.  Using PAR meant valuing 
the needs and inputs of all parties as co-creators of the research, it meant fostering 
“polyvocality” and the “active involvement of research partners in producing knowledge as 
well as action” (O’Neill, 2011, p18). As an outcome of these productive relationships and 
conversations (Gibson-Graham 1994, p.220), and this considered path through messiness, a 
collective of practitioners was formed who collaboratively embarked on a process involving 
action, mutual learning and co-creativity.  
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Thirdly, PAR also provided the tools for a focus on co-creative media practice. Stephen 
Kemmis (2009) explains that in critical action research what is to be transformed includes 
the social relationships that support action. He explains that, 
Thinking of these social formations as ‘practice architectures’ allows us to think of 
them as made by people, and thus as changeable by people. People involved in 
critical action research aim to change their social world collectively, by thinking 
about it differently, acting differently, and relating to one another differently – by 
constructing other architectures to enable and constrain their practice in ways that 
are more sustainable, less unsustainable (p.471). 
 
In this way a PAR approach allowed us to focus of the relational aspects of our practice—the 
social formations in which the practice occurs—and to consider the “practice architecture”  
of co-creative media facilitation as something we can reflect on, change and construct.  
Communicative Spaces 
Kemmis et al (2014) argue that a key defining feature of critical participatory action research 
is the nature of the “communicative space” that is activated. To develop this idea they draw 
on German social theorist Jurgen Habermas (1987, 1996) and his notion of the “public 
sphere”. In this research the notions of “communicative spaces” and the “public sphere” 
weaves through the whole study, and connects to both the research method as well as the 
outcomes (which will be explored further in later chapters). In relation to the way the 
research was designed and the way the evidence was gathered and analysed, I worked with 
a conceptualisation of overlapping communicative spaces - one communicative space was 
formed by the consortium of practitioners along with the organisations that these 
practitioners were linked to. This was a communicative space where our roles and our 
practice were the focus (see Figure Two for an illustration of how I perceived these 
overlapping communicative spaces). 
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Figure Two: Communicative spaces 
 
Kemmis et al (2014) explain that public spheres created for the purpose of participatory 
action research, “are relatively autonomous; they are outside (or marginal or peripheral to) 
formal systems” (p.38).  Further to this, the formation of a public space for the purposes of 
research is, “a way of extricating oneself from the primacy of institutional imperatives in 
order to work on one own concerns arising from practice” (p.38). In the context of these 
storytelling projects, this description applied to both collectives. The young people who 
gathered for the purposes of sharing their stories decided independently to keep the project 
activities outside of the formal educational institutions to which many of them were 
affiliated. For the collective of practitioners the research represented an opportunity to 
develop new skills and insights related to professional roles. According to Kemmis et al, 
Public spheres are frequently created because potential participants share a view 
that there are doubts, concerns, problems or unresolved issues about the legitimacy 
of people’s ideas or perspective, or about the legitimacy of plans, proposals, policies 
or laws, or about perspectives, or about the legitimacy of people’s practice, or about 
the legitimacy of the conditions under which people work. These are examples of 
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legitimation deficits - cases where people feel that things are ‘not quite right’ (2014, 
p.39).  
 
This idea of a “legitimation deficit” was common ground for the practitioner collective. The 
extract below is from a conversation which took place early in my fieldwork in July 2013, 
and was part of establishing a communicative space with community development worker 
Madeleine Belfrage at the Romero Centre. Madeleine and I were consolidating a 
partnership at this point with the intention to develop a new phase of action as an evolution 
of a pilot project. It was this primary alliance that drove all stages of the fieldwork, involving 
other project partners as plans progressed to implement the two projects that emerged 
over the next twelve months. This exchange developed in response to my questions about 
the principles that underpinned the way the Romero Centre balanced the tension between 
front line service delivery and advocacy work. Madeleine’s considered response recounted 
below was a pivotal point for the consolidation of the research design. I asked Madeleine if 
her colleagues and the organisation in general supported the community development 
principles that she had clearly stated were the foundation of her personal framework for her 
practice in refugee and asylum seeker support.  
 
Madeleine:  Sometimes I get glimmers that people share it in principle and deep 
down in their hearts when you really touch their intuition and their emotion and 
you get in that space with people, they understand it and they get why it’s valuable. 
Then it seems like these layers of the real world get coded on top of that. The 
pressure of being in a really demanding space (…) "got to help people", just ticking 
boxes in terms of what people’s needs are. For management it’s more about the 
funding pressures and to keep the Centre open. What do we have to do to keep the 
Centre open, which is often talking the talk of department of immigration which is 
where the majority of that funding comes from. Then you slip back into a head 
space of a very plastic view of …yeah, but at the same time whenever I talk about 
work that has been achieved by working with a developmental process, they’re 
really proud and they're really encouraging of it. Sometimes I feel it’s almost a little 
bit bipolar. It’s like if a panic sets in, then it will be one answer. It’ll be “no, you can’t 
do that” or “that's impossible” or “there are too many things that could go wrong 
with that and there are other priorities”. But if they’re in a heart space that’s more 
relaxed and more going with the flow and you can pitch it in a certain way, then it’s 
like "that’s amazing, that’s wonderful. Yeah, go for it". I think the pressure makes 
some kind of mental block. It's like you fall into the habit of thinking of old ways of 
doing things and old solutions and just the easy fix. If you're being strangled around 
the throat that's the only thing that comes to your mind. It takes a real amount of 
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almost like self-awareness and the ability to take a mental space and a big mental 
breath and go… 
 
Nina: …step back and look at the bigger picture and think what else could I do?  I 
think also, when you're doing front line services you also get into a completely 
driven frame of mind,“what I'm doing is critical and essential and I can't stop doing it 
for a moment because it will affect people” 
 
Madeleine: It'll fall down around my shoes. 
 
Nina:  It's true in a way but at the same time you lose the ability to evaluate the 
work you're doing within a larger framework and make decisions about what's the 
most effective and efficient way… 
 
Madeleine: Or even be strategic. 
 
Nina: Strategic, yes precisely. (Planning session, July 2013) 
 
This conversation was critical as it sets the intention to enact a program of work that was 
framed by a process of conscious reflection, a framework that suited both her commitment 
to community development principles and my need to frame the project as participatory 
action research. In spite of the tenuous nature of funding and the exacting demands of 
direct service provision, Madeleine’s colleagues and the organisational hierarchy within 
which the Romero Centre was located (the larger institution of Mercy Community Services), 
supported her and made it possible for her to participate in the research. Kemmis et al 
(2014) state that,  
The commitment to communicative action involves a suspension of the strategic 
action we are ordinarily caught up in (getting things done), and an openness to 
rethinking what we are and could be doing so that our work and lives can be more 
rational and reasonable, more productive and sustainable, and more just and 
inclusive (p.48).   
 
In this way the PAR literature supported our inclination to define the purpose of the 
research as a way take a step back and review our practices from a reflective standpoint. For 
Madeleine it was a chance to experiment and take a “big mental breath in”, step outside of 
a space of being reactive, driven by the feeling that everything is about to “fall down around 
my shoes” and think creatively about ways to work effectively, ethically and imaginatively in 
a working environment that often feels chaotic and crisis driven. In Chapter Two I described 
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the context for this research, the social and political environment at this time in this place, 
and the pressure this placed on practitioners working in refugee and asylum seeker support 
who are vulnerable to a range of stressors such as “vicarious trauma” (Barrington & 
Shakespeare-Finch, 2012) as well as job insecurity (Sidhu & Taylor, 2009). Given this 
conglomerate of stresses and pressures launching a critical participatory action research 
project at this time was both energizing and intrepid. 
Listening to the Listeners 
At the beginning of the fieldwork, as new partnerships were being formed, I began to see 
the concept of communicative spaces, located outside of the respective disciplines and 
institutions each of us as practitioners were linked to, as a useful one. At this same time I 
was intent on finding a way to structure a research space that invited, “a textured 
understanding of human interaction across power differences” (Torre et al, 2008, p.25).  My 
solution to this task, although never finalised or perfected, centred on the concept of 
“double translation” (Jeffers, 2012).  As I struggled with the task of defining a research space 
where different ways of knowing and different forms of expression could come into 
dialogue, it was via this formation that I arrived at the critical conceptualisation of “contact 
zones”. This idea provided a framework for the research design as well as an analytical 
vector that is a central focus for the study as a whole. 
 
The term 'contact zone' comes from the writing of literary and critical theorist Mary Louise 
Pratt (Pratt, 1991). In 1991, Pratt defined contact zones as the, “social spaces where cultures 
meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations 
of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts 
of the world today’’ (p.34). The concept has been taken up in range of disciplines where 
postcolonial, transcultural, inclusionist, and collaborative practices are valued including: 
youth participatory action research (Torre et al, 2008; Askins & Pain, 2011), postcolonial 
approaches to museum exhibition design (Clifford,1997; Hutchison & Collins, 2009) and in 
anti-racist education (Wolff, 2002), just to name a few examples and contexts. Askins and 
Pain (2011) claim that considering contact zones as somewhat uncomfortable spaces 
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characterized by productive tensions is particularly valuable in intercultural research since it 
foregrounds the issues of privilege and, “necessitates working with and through issues of 
voice, agency, power, and desire alongside all participants in the process” (p.807). 
 
The construct of a contact zone was helpful in the process of defining the layers of listening 
involved in this study, what I came to describe (after Alison Jeffers, 2012) as a process of 
“double translation”. In early November 2013, as the first storytelling workshops with the 
women who went on to make the Our True Colours video were taking place, I began to make 
connections between the questions framing the study and the decisions I was grappling with 
about the research design. Alison Jeffers, a United Kingdom scholar of refugee theatre 
writes, 
Interpreting refugees’ stories for a western audience involves a process of 
translation; as a scholar of refugee theatre, the process of listening in performance 
requires a kind of double translation (…) It is important to listen to the listeners - the 
writers, actors and directors who create theatre and performance works concerning 
refugees, while maintaining the imperative to listen to refugees themselves (2012, 
p.2). 
 
As the fieldwork  began in earnest I observed that as researcher in this context I was 
exploring a similar layered positionality that Alison Jeffers (2012) referred to when she 
considered her role as a scholar of refugee theatre. I concluded that the collaborative action 
research project I was engaged in was one that required the kind of double translation, a 
dual listening, that she described. I noted in my research journal that the stories that the 
women from refugee backgrounds were sharing were central to the whole project, so this 
meant that I cast myself firstly as a listener of these stories, as someone who was working 
with my collaborators to enable the telling of these stories. I observed the layers of 
complexity involved in taking this position. The task of communicating, of listening, across 
cultures was an obvious challenge, but even before any stories were shared, the listening 
began with the process of building relationships based on trust and a developing a shared 
understanding of the purpose of the storytelling. My observation at this point was that in 
this project the reasons each of us were participating was not necessarily perfectly aligned, 
and that if we mapped our motivations, our desires, our investments in this project I 
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imagined it looking like a Venn diagram and the shared zone in the middle. This was our 
"contact zone". 
 
I also noted at this point, however, that in addition to the process of listening described 
above, the research focus in this project was on "listening to the listeners" – my colleagues. 
My task was to analyse and theorise about this process of creating a contact zone where 
stories can be shared, of working collaboratively with refugees. My task was to understand 
more about how we work as settlement support workers, advocates, arts workers, 
technologists, film makers, cultural workers and so on, to render these stories into an 
aesthetic and digitalised form, how we translate and frame refugee stories for a mainstream 
western audience, and when the final stories are produced, how we generate events and 
platforms for story sharing, manufacturing audiences and publics. This was the second layer 
of listening, the second layer of translating. 
 
Digital Storytelling projects often come about because a community of people find they have 
common ground in some way, they can work well on a number of levels when there is a 
larger narrative, a meta-narrative that frames a storytelling project (Lénárt-Cheng & Walker, 
2011: Thumim, 2009). This may be a collection of stories about homelessness for example, 
or about coming out as lesbian or gay or transgender, or about surviving mental illness, or 
about belonging to a place. Quite often the listeners and storytelling facilitators in these 
projects are those who have a place in this storytelling community.  
 
In this specific project however the relationship was determined by a political reality and 
colonial history, and at least initially, by a relationship of difference based on the roles of 
host and newcomer. Although this dualism started to break down pretty quickly once the 
groups of storytellers and project participants grew and became more diverse, in the 
generation of the project and in the first few workshops, it was the elephant in the room. 
Differences in migration and citizenship status, and also in language - between those in this 
storytelling project who spoke English as a first language (us as project organisers and 
facilitators) and those who were learning it as the second (or third of fourth) language, were 
ascendant and undeniable. Being a listener, a storytelling mediator, therefore required that 
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we all moved to new territory, it required that we create a what Homi Bhabha (1994) called 
a “third space" and what Mary Louise Pratt (1991) called a “contact zone” .  
 
Common ground could not be assumed; it had to be consciously created from the ground 
up. At this stage my intuition that participatory action research (PAR), community cultural 
development (CCD) and arts-based interventions, were especially effective models for this 
kind of work was consolidated. PAR directs us to consider carefully issues of power relations 
inherent in a research encounter, CCD practice is a model for building a third space; it is a 
model that recognises that such spaces are the result of "fused horizons" (Gadamer, 1989), 
which can only happen when social relationships sustained for long enough to build 
understanding across difference. In this storytelling project a participatory arts process 
allowed us as facilitators to build an aesthetic milieu for the sharing of stories, one that 
worked at the level of affect and metaphor, so that a new vocabulary, a new grammar, new 
ways of knowing could be expressed and horizons expanded.   
 
Later, Madeleine and I worked to realise this process of listening and interacting with the life 
narratives and ideas shared by project participants, and translating them into scripts. We 
experimented with techniques drawn from collective narrative practice (Denborough, 2008), 
a method that has evolved from narrative therapy (further details of this process is provided 
in Chapters Five and Six).   
 
4.2 Public Ethnography  
The second communicative space was inhabited by the collective of project participants—
the young people who came together to participate in the project activities, initially for their 
own reasons. In the Our True Colours (OTC) project the participants were four young women 
from refugee backgrounds who had settled in Australia within the past few years. The 
participants in the Brave New Welcome (BNW) Project consisted of a larger diverse group of 
young people including some who were Australia born, some longer term residents from 
refugee backgrounds, and a group of very recent arrivals who had entered the country 
seeking asylum as unaccompanied minors. Participants were recruited for the two parallel 
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projects in different ways, but primarily their initial motivations for being involved were a 
desire to learn new skills, an interest in being involved in creative activities, and a curiosity 
about meeting other young people outside of their normal social circles. 
 
These two groups of participants interacted initially in face to face, embodied modes, and 
the BNW group went on to independently establish an online social network. Significantly, 
both groups made conscious decisions part way through the projects to keep the project 
work separate from formal educational contexts, forming activist collectives for the 
purposes of creating cultural content, sharing life stories and public pedagogy—intentions 
they arrived at via group interaction and the project activities. The data I collected from this 
group was limited to photographs documenting their participation in creative activities, their 
artworks and the graphic recordings captured from the Youth Forum/Community Cafe 
conducted as part of the fieldwork in May 2014 (see Chapter Five for more detail about 
these events and processes).  
 
The creative works produced by the OTC and BNW projects arose from the intersection of 
these two collectives—an intercultural “contact zone”. Working in this zone we focused on 
using participatory art, visual art, drama and co-creative media, and an aesthetic mode of 
expression. The set of tangible artistic outcomes emerging from this contact zone consists of 
the co-creative media outputs—a collection of five digital stories and two short films. As part 
of the research, these products were shared with wider local audiences, screened and 
staged at separate events. They were also uploaded to Vimeo (BNW) and YouTube (OTC), 
and embedded in their own online platforms. Participatory artworks (such as the BNW art 
murals) and an art installation (the OTC collage art exhibition) were also produced for public 
display, to support the public screenings and performative sharing. Along with these creative 
works, data collected here also includes interactions with audiences/project participants 
captured during public events, and on the BNW Facebook page and the OTC Website. 
 
It is in relation to these research outputs that the PAR approach was brought into dialogue 
with a form of critical and performed ethnography. I locate the approach we engaged and 
experimented with within a trajectory of anthropology developed out of the “crisis of 
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representation”, or what critical ethnographer Soyini Madison (2012) explains has been 
variously identified as “the performance turn, “the postmodern turn,” or the “new 
ethnography,” (p. 13). Luke Lassiter and Elizabeth Campbell (2010) explain how critical 
ethnography, as a “new” or reinvented approach to research can be seen as ethnography, 
“coming of age in the wake of the 1980s critique, (and engaging us) in cooperative 
approaches to research that imagine and push toward, in deliberate and explicit ways, 
coinscription, corepresentation, and, in turn, collaborative actions: all connected as a 
continuum, or constellation, of praxis” (p.758). Tedlock (2007), speaking of the same 
movement toward explicitly collaborative, activist and performative approaches to research 
explains that ethnographers, “in an attempt to fulfill these new mandates, (…) are once 
again engaging with the general public. (…) Experimental theater, personal narratives, 
filmmaking, and documentary photography produce mimetic parallels through which the 
subjective is made present and available to its performers and witnesses” (p.160). 
 
It was not until fieldwork was well underway that I began to see the creative works 
produced in these projects, and the public events where they were shared and interaction 
with audience members invited, as a mode of research dissemination that had much in 
common with this strand of public ethnography. Lassiter (2008) explains that public 
ethnography is,  
a very specific kind of ethnography that builds on the cooperative relationships 
already present in the ethnographic research process (i.e., between ethnographers 
and informants/consultants) and endeavours to engender texts that are more 
readable, relevant, and applicable to local communities of ethnographic 
collaborators (i.e., local publics) (p.73).  
 
According to Tara Goldstein (2008b) performed ethnography involves, “turning educational 
ethnographic data and texts into scripts and dramas that are either read aloud by a group of 
participants or performed before audiences” (p.85). Tedlock (2007) positions this tradition of 
ethnographically derived performance within a genre of political theatre, and describes an 
emblematic example of “ethnodrama” involving an alliance between, an anthropologist/ 
dramaturg and a popular theatre company where cast and audience member engage in a 
dialogue at the conclusion on a performance. Here, in the tradition of a Brechtian style of 
“epic theatre” (which consciously provokes audiences to engage in dialogue with actors and 
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theatre makers),  “ideas for ways to improve the production as a work of art, cultural 
document, and political critique are aired, and changes are included in future performances” 
(p.156).  
 
Goldstein (2008b) claims that this kind of playwriting and production have powerful 
applications in educational research contexts since they “both shape and show cultural 
construction in action”, and refine representation via a reiterative or “closed loop” approach 
(p.85). Goldstein outlines a process whereby post performance conversations are held, 
involving research participants and audience members who then are able to have input into 
the conclusions of the research. Here, according to Goldstein, 
The incorporation of audience input into on-going revisions of the play provides an 
opportunity for mutual analysis, and in doing so, can help create more ethical 
relationships between researchers, their research participants, and the communities 
to which the research participants belong. Post-reading/performance conversations 
also allow ethnographers in education to link up their research to their teaching and 
larger public forums on pressing social issues (2008b, p.85). 
In a contemporary research context, expanded, hybridised forms of digital/performed 
ethnography, drawing on the traditions of epic theatre, are finding a home in a variety of 
contexts including social policy (Sandercock & Attili, 2010), art activism (Sarkar, 2013), 
radical pedagogy (Harris, 2010) and at the nexus of globalism and education (Gallagher & 
Wessels, 2013; Puwar, 2012). As the narratives of the Brave New Welcome and Our True 
Colours projects outlined in Chapters Five and Six will show, these creative collaborations 
followed the contours of traditional ethnodrama in some respects, and like the examples 
mention above, experimented with the form in others.  
 
The scripts for the films, for example, (see Appendixes A and B), along with the visual 
elements, were carefully and collaboratively crafted as outcomes of the research activities; 
they were artistic expressions and representations of ethnographic data. They are the result 
of what anthropologist Victor Turner would call “plural” or “collective reflexivity” (1982, 
p.75-76). The collaborative process of editing the BNW film constituted a form of collective 
thematic coding. The films were supported by performances, forums and participatory art 
projects, events which were consciously staged in public contexts in a manner that invited 
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audience feedback and interaction.  In the case of the BNW film, a work in progress was 
presented to a public audience and the feedback and input from participants at the BNW 
Youth Forum/Community Cafe event were incorporated into the script for the final film. In 
the case of OTC, audience input was invited via the interactive design of the art exhibition 
and formed content for the project website. Both projects offered online platforms as a 
space for audience interaction. 
One of the benefits of this new understanding was that I now had a way of making sense of 
the tensions and conflicts that accounting for the various outcomes this multimodal form of 
research produced. These conflicts were experienced not just by me but by the whole team 
of practitioners. Goldstein (2008b) writes that, “as a writing method that links ethnographic 
data analysis to dramatic writing, dramatic performance to critical conversation and 
discussions, performed ethnography demands multiple commitments of the researcher, 
which sometimes compete and lie in tension with one another” (p.89). As a team of 
practitioners we were aware of these multiple demands and the ongoing ethical challenges 
this tension produced. Goldstein (2008b) explains that, 
While all research has multiple audiences to be accountable to, the hybrid form of 
performed ethnography—part ethnography, part drama—requires the researcher-
playwright to satisfy the social science demands of ethnography and the aesthetic 
demands of drama. When performed ethnography is also linked to goals of civic 
engagement and social change, there are pedagogical and dialogical demands to 
satisfy as well (p.98). 
In spite of this underlying (and ultimately unresolvable) tension, the creative works 
generated by the OTC and BNW projects served as logical and empowering outcomes of a 
PAR and activist approach. They served as potent methods for engaging audiences, 
functioning as effective “strategies for staging interventions” (Conquergood, 2002, p.151). In 
addition, as Goldstein (2008b) argues, the performative and dialogic element provided the 
work, “with ‘internal’ (Lincoln, 1997) or ‘face’ (Lather, 1986) validity, which is important in 
discussions of rigor in ethnography” (p.88).  
 
As an extension of traditional ethnodramatic approaches the OTC and BNW projects 
involved an integration of digital and performative elements. According to Gallagher et al 
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(2012) this kind of hybridity can enhance the options for validity and “member checking”. 
Gallagher et al’s multi-sited ethnography engaged with school sites in Canada, India, Taiwan, 
anf the United States to investigate the experiences of young people “often marked as 
‘disadvantaged’ and ‘marginal’ to the traditional practices of schooling” (p177). An 
important discovery here was that this kind of hybridity of live, digital and textual means of 
communication and expression, woven into an ethnographic engagement with global youth, 
has powerful potential to address questions of power and voice. Live and digital methods 
combined to support new and enriched understandings of the experiences and perspectives 
of young people. As the authors of this study note,  
Unlike a ‘member check’, however sophisticated, after the research report has been 
written, digital tools, like video-making and blogging, play with authorship in the 
ethnographic field and invite participant analysis in situ rather than post facto. (…) 
We have argued here, with grounded empirical evidence, that the very hybridity of 
the live and the digital represents, in our view, a cosmic shift, as to how ethnographic 
research on/with/for young people might be transformed in this next moment of 
ethnography (p.191). 
Ultimately I came to see that the collaboratively produced creative works functioned in the 
manner that Gallagher et al describe—they worked as a means to “play with authorship in 
the enthographic field”.  These creative works formed parallel texts—expressions that, as 
Conquergood (2002, p.151) claims, can “stand alongside and in metonymic tension with” the 
written narrative/report of the project and my analysis of the data. In this study the co-
created media served as both the research method as well as the findings: or to put it more 
axiomatically—these creative works are both the medium and the message. 
 
4.3 Critical Incidents  
In summary, the data set across the two projects, and the two research collectives, includes 
the following: 
 
Collective of Practitioners 
• Extended Practitioner Interviews:  
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o Madeleine Belfrage (Co-researcher and Community Development Worker at 
the Romero Centre) (2 Interviews)  
o Rebecca Lim (Community Engagement Officer at the Romero Centre) 
o Kirstin Sillitoe (Visual Artist who worked on the OTC project) 
o Angus Macleod (Film Editor who worked on the BNW project) 
• Researcher observations, reflections and memos 
• Critical reflections contributed by project team members (for both projects) from 
planning meetings, evaluation sessions, recorded and transcribed   
• A recorded and transcribed panel presentation at a conference (the International 
Teaching Artist Conference, held in July 2014 and hosted by QUT).  
• Email correspondence and documents such as session plans, meeting minutes, 
project proposals and reports to funders. 
• Audience feedback and interactions collected from surveys, participatory art 
exhibitions and on the OTC website and BNW Facebook page 
 
Collective of participants 
• Visual data such as participant produced artwork, photographs and graphic 
recordings 
 
Larger collective of participants and practitioners 
• The BNW and Our True Colours films produced as an outcome of the projects are 
framed as creative works produced collaboratively by the two collectives.  
 
In order to process this information and find meaning I used a strategy commonly employed 
by action researchers operating in educational contexts. Identifying “critical incidents” (or 
what Madeleine called “cliff hanger moments”) proved to be a useful analysis technique. I 
found that potent critical episodes, provoking meetings and discussions, were distributed 
throughout the project timeline and they were not hard to identify. Making a decision early 
on in the fieldwork to use this method meant that I was able to create a momentum of data 
collection and analysis and engage in a continuous and iterative process of interpretation 
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and analysis. Focusing on these moments I found myself, in conversation with the project 
teams and with the project participants, naming conflicts and tensions (which often ethical 
in nature), unearthing underlying learning, tracing the development of new understandings 
and tracking the way these manifested in the staged project planning and implementation.  
 
According to Tripp (1993), “critical incidents are not ‘things’ that exist independently of an 
observer and are awaiting discovery like gold nuggets or desert islands, but like all data, 
critical incidents are created. Incidents happen, but critical incidents are produced by the 
way we look at a situation” (p.8). This experienced and insightful collective of practitioners 
were alert to the complex dynamics at play in these projects, and engaged in incessant 
reflection on the challenging aspects of balancing ethics and political/activist expediency, 
aesthetic and pedagogical priorities. Defining what constituted a critical incident in this 
context occurred via group deliberation. Education researchers Don Halquist and Sandra 
Musanti (2010) summarised the range of ways that the term “critical incident” has been 
defined in the literature as, 
an everyday event that stands out (Martin 1996), vivid happenings that are 
considered significant or memorable (Brookfield 1995; Woods 1993), a problematic 
situation that presents itself as a unique case and promotes reflection (Schön 1987), 
or ‘highly charged moments and episodes that have enormous consequences for 
personal change and development’ (Sikes, Measor, and Woods 1985, 432) (p.449-
450). 
 
In this study all of these categories apply to the critical incidents that we identified. This 
project work by nature seemed especially conducive to the generation of dilemmas and 
tensions; it seemed to incite and enfold a cascade of critical episodes. Powerful experiences 
of learning and conflict were common; it often felt like we were grappling with issues which 
have serious consequences for at least three reasons, each of which is explored in the 
following paragraphs.  
 
Firstly, our work involved young people, some of whom were triply disadvantaged and triply 
vulnerable. The compounding disadvantages of being young (and in some cases also young 
and in Australia alone without family members), and marginalised (due to language and 
cultural differences), and also for some, of being subject to the stresses of uncertain 
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citizenship status (since for the participants who were in “community detention” there was a 
constant real threat that they could be deported back to the unstable and unsafe 
circumstances from which they had fled) were a constant underlying presence impacting on 
the dynamic at play in the field site. This meant that for all of the practitioners the work was 
never purely about intellectual curiosity or never “just work”. We were each personally 
committed to working towards changing the political and cultural conditions that exposed 
these young people to such real and present dangers. Politically as well, we all perceived 
these conditions as amounting to “dark times” (Giroux, 2005; Fassin 2011), and we each had 
a personal investment in taking an activist stance in the political project of change. 2 
 
Secondly, since most members of the project teams for both projects were operating to 
some degree outside of a single organisational or institutional context, the strategies and 
practice frameworks that shaped the way each practitioner worked were somewhat fluid, 
porous and amenable to mutual influence. Those of us adopting job descriptions such as 
“researcher”, “community development worker”,  “dialogue facilitator”, “theatre director” 
“arts practitioner”, “film editor” for example, found our roles developed loose boundaries at 
times as we moved into territory that stretched our skills and definitions. As project team 
members we all experienced uncertainties, tensions and conflicts as we negotiated both the 
complexities of our shifting and amorphous positions in relation to these projects, and the 
ethical and creative challenges that arose as each project evolved. Since the team was 
consistently interactive and self-reflective, and engaged in ongoing project evaluations and 
staged project planning, the synergies between the skills base of each of the practitioners, 
and the design of strategies to achieve the objectives of the project, evaluations of these 
cycles of action, were the subject of much deliberation. The intensity of contact between 
                                                 
2  This perception, that our work was taking place within “dark times”, was an idea that had cultural and 
political currency at this time. It was a metaphor employed within the activist movement coordinated by “Get 
Up” protesting against the Australian government’s policy of offshore detention of asylum seekers. The “Light 
the Dark Campaign” (https://www.getup.org.au/campaigns/refugees/manus-vigils/light-the-dark) and the 
death of a twenty-three year old Iranian asylum seeker at the Manus Island detention centre in February 2014, 
formed the backdrop to this project work with young asylum seekers. 
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practitioners in this context produced a rich and complex data set, and bountiful 
opportunities to find ourselves “on the cliff’s edge”. 
 
Thirdly, we all felt significant responsibilities to multiple stakeholders and multiple goals; the 
methods and outcomes we were committed to made for inevitable tensions. Each member 
of the project team experienced these tensions in individual ways according to the relative 
importance we placed on processes and goals. Participatory art for example embodies a 
tension between aiming for excellence in process and excellence in product. Performance 
ethnography, as mentioned earlier, predisposes the researcher to a three way conflict 
between the social science demands of ethnography, the aesthetic demands performance 
and the community service goals of public pedagogy and civic engagement. Activist methods 
in general often conflict with employment contracts and accepting government funding for 
project work. 
 
Like Halquist and Musanti (2010) we found that honouring the moments when we 
experienced acute emotion, conflict, or insight yielded a nuanced understanding of  layers of 
complexity in positionality since like them we found that, 
The use of critical incidents opened possibilities for investigating the nuances of 
human interaction within the complexities of educational settings, allowing us to 
uncover practices, positionalities, and perspectives and reveal layers of meaning and 
multiple truths – ultimately rendering a more detailed and expansive portrait of our 
study participants and their experiences. (…) (T)he use of critical incidents invites us 
to think about an approach to qualitative research through which we as researchers 
and practitioners can engage in systematic and collective inquiry of issues of power, 
structure, and relationships with research participants while generating authentic, 
ongoing spaces for reflexivity about what is taken for granted in the research 
process (p.458-459). 
 
This idea of critical incidents extended beyond our awareness of our own practice, to the co-
creative engagement with the young project participants. Canadian arts educator Lynn Fels 
(2012) writes about performative inquiry and attending to critical moments by evoking 
Appelbaun’s (1995) notion of “stops”. Her approach provides a way to recognise such 
moments as “embodied data”—moments which we may then circle around, analyse, reflect 
on—and consider how it effects and informs our understanding of our practice. According to 
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Fels these arresting moments focus our attention on what’s missing in our understanding, 
they are episodes that occur during performative investigations that are loaded with 
meaning. Fels described how she had come to appreciate the significance of these moments 
in her research and in her work with students, explaining that she had come to see that, 
these stops matter, that they are action sites of inquiry, and that these moments, if 
reflected upon through a lens of inquiry, hold within them possibility for new 
understanding of what we thought we knew. A stop is embodied data. As a 
researcher, I must first be aware of the stops that arrest me and then reflect upon 
the value of each stop in terms of its pedagogical, curricular, personal, and 
communal significance. A stop matters because it requires choice of action; we 
cannot remain suspended in paralysis but must decide upon a response, a stepping 
into the as-yet unknown. And such choices of action may make us uncomfortable, 
throw us off balance in an unfamiliar (or feared) landscape, and yet, we must choose 
to engage (p. 53-54). 
In this study recognising critical incidents in the creative work we co-planned, co-facilitated, 
co-staged and co-witnessed with the project participants was an embodied and aesthetic 
process. Critical episodes, “cliff hanger moments” or “stops” were various, experienced and 
identified sometimes by participants while engaged in creative activities or discussion, 
sometimes by practitioners during planning and reflection meetings, and sometime during 
practitioner interviews. Once identified we had a number of options on how to respond—
we could, as Fels did, mediate our response “through dialogue, reflection, new choice of 
action, further inquiry, and creative expression such as performative writing, poetry, 
storytelling, performing anew what we have come to learn” (p.55). 
 
Further, as these understandings and experiences were translated into symbols and 
metaphors, inscribed and expressed in visual art, performance and video scripts and 
animation, they ultimately presented audiences with opportunities to experience these 
understandings. Like Fels we found that performative representations invite the audience 
“into the telling as it unfolds as a co-performer, recalling his or her own experiences, coming 
to his or her own questions and insights, and through engaging, recognizing the learning 
offered” (p.55). 
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The range of data forms listed above captured these critical incidents and these “stops”. 
While this information is multi-modal and “messy”, I nonetheless moved through an 
analytical spiral in an effort to process it—first an overview, then several subsequent reviews 
where themes were discovered, analysed, and codes developed. This process was iterative 
as themes expanded, and then were refined. As the analysis progressed the organising 
principle became the intention to find information that elaborated on, and helped to 
provide insights into, the questions anchoring the research. Creswell (2013) describes this 
process as conforming to a “general contour” for data analysis used by qualitative 
researchers, where, “the researcher engages in the process of moving in analytic circles 
rather than using a fixed linear approach. One enters the data of text or images 
(e.g.photographs, video tapes) and exits with account or narrative. In between, the 
researcher touches on several facets of analysis and circles around and around” (p.182). 
 
In reviewing and coding the data I was looking for information that would provide evidence 
of how new dilemmas and ethical questions emerged, how compromises were made, where 
solutions to problems were proposed, evaluated and implemented, and where 
understanding of what was possible and desirable, using the tools and skills available, 
deepened and developed. I was looking for creative, aesthetic and cultural solutions to a 
collectively perceived problem—inhospitable and fearful public responses to refugees and 
asylum seekers and to the limited cultural responses and understandings supported in “dark 
times”. 
 
McNiff and Whitehead (2011) draw attention to different layers of reflection that 
practitioner research can involve, naming these as reflection “in action” and reflection “on 
action” (after Schon,1983). They explain that, “in order to make practical decisions about the 
next move, we have to ‘reflect in action’, but often it is not until later in a quiet space that 
we reflect ‘on action’” (p.145-146).  For the life of the fieldwork I acted as a member of the 
collective of practitioners: part of the team reflecting ‘in action’. But I also used these 
research based activities and the process of writing this dissertation to engage in reflection 
“on action” and I moved from the role of practitioner to researcher.  This process of moving 
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between practice and theory, of acknowledging the “on the ground” knowledge that 
practitioners enact, is explained by Hearn et al, (2009) as vital axiom in action research, 
The distinction between tacit and codified knowledge is important in action 
research. Most research methods only acknowledge codified knowledge, privileging 
the development of theory, via formal definitions, argument, or other publicly 
verifiable knowledge forms. Action research, however, trades in both codified and 
tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge is embedded in the actions and phenomenology of 
participants. This is an important source for the construction of knowledge about 
the local life space as well as the implementation of change in that life space. 
Additionally, action research produces codified knowledge that can be related to the 
theory produced by other action research and other research methods (p.16).  
 
In this study my starting points were framed by the research questions which emerged from 
my own “legitimation deficits” (Kemmis et al, 2014, p.39), and my interest exploring ideas 
and practices at the intersection of refugee wellbeing, education and cultural work.  At a 
practical level this meant placing these two kinds of “in action”, and “on action” reflections, 
and the two kinds of knowledge, tacit and codified, in dialogue with each other. It meant 
looking at how individual practitioners viewed their situations and understood their practice, 
alongside my own interpretations and reflecting on this knowledge, in the light of theoretical 
debates such as those taking place within the disciplines of cultural studies and urban 
philosophy. 
 
4.4 An Agile Community of Practice 
As practitioners in this action research site we were working in a co-constructed zone where 
personal narratives, participatory arts and media, and the staging of public events, 
intersected. Described variously by member of the project team as “edge work” or 
“boundary work”, practitioners recognised the liminal and tenuous nature of the creative 
work we were engaged in. As Madeleine stated in a planning session in the lead up to the 
public youth forum that was the culmination of the BNW project “this is edge work, it’s on 
the edge of society, it’s on the edge of the sector, and it’s on the edge of Romero’s work, and 
even if you put it in an arts context, it’s on the edge of arts work because it’s not sponsored 
by arts funding” (Madeleine Belfrage, Planning session 25th of March 2014). 
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This sense that our work, while not formally insurrectionary, was nonetheless located on the 
fringes of the formal world of work bounded by mainstream organisations and institutions, 
was heightened by the adverse conditions described in Chapter Two. We were operating 
within a gap opened up by the absence of state sponsored humanitarianism towards asylum 
seekers—creating, as well as defending, a fragile “protection space” framed by an ethical 
code not formally supported by government infrastructure and policy. Nonetheless, 
throughout the project work there was a clear sense that as individual practitioners we were 
acting within professional roles. In the final stages of the fieldwork Madeleine commented 
on the various “lenses” that each of the practitioners in the team brought with them, 
So you have a very research focused lens, Cymbeline had a very theatre focused 
lens, Serge has a very intercultural dialogue lens. Mine is community development, 
which is why I had that crisis about participation halfway through, and so how those 
all meet in the middle is very interesting.  (Madeleine Belfrage, Evaluation Meeting 
23 May 2014) 
 
Reflecting on this idea further during this same evaluation session, we arrived at the notion 
that what connected individuals within the project team, in a vocational sense, was our 
ability to enact the principles of community cultural development work within our various 
roles, 
That’s what I mean about community cultural development being work that, um…it 
floats, it hasn't got a not natural home, at the moment, so you are always relying on 
a kind of loose informal network of people (who) provide you with the support that 
you are doing things the right way because you don't necessarily get it from your 
workplace.  (Nina Woodrow, Evaluation Meeting 23 May 2014) 
 
The idea that community cultural development (CCD) work is a practice that “floats” is a 
useful metaphor since it helps characterise the agile quality of the facilitating teams for 
these projects. The nature and home of CCD practice is frequently viewed as amorphous, 
which means it tends to require periodic reinvention. Writing about the field of “socially 
engaged arts” in the context of the evolution of practices and policies in Australia over the 
last three decades, Marnie Badham (2010) looks at how such changes are reflected in the 
shift from “community art” to “community cultural development” to “community 
partnerships”. The more recent national policy focus supporting partnerships with non-arts 
organisations – in health, education and housing – aims to “embed community cultural 
 Page | 80  
 
development principles more deeply within society” (2010, p.93). Badham’s account, 
however, illustrates how some themes have remained resilient within the field throughout 
this trajectory, with much debate “focused on process versus product, and ethical issues 
related to the spectacle or perceived exploitation of sensitive populations, as well as debates 
about intrinsic and instrumental benefits of participatory art practices” (2010, p. 94).  
 
Although unsupported by arts funding, BNW and OTC exemplified this kind of “community 
partnership” model of CCD practice. Embedding CCD principles more “more deeply in 
society”, however, is no simple thing to accomplish. Australian CCD practitioner Scott Rankin 
(2014) recently described the practice as “an intensely taxing discipline” since, 
(c)ulture and the arts subsist in a scarcity culture (…) Community arts practice is 
frequently encountering communities with very serious survival issues, a very low 
skills-base, and is attempting to achieve very big goals for multiple stakeholders, 
with tiny amounts of money and very little infrastructure. The arts disciplines 
needed are intensely difficult. They require thousands of hours of practice, and a 
deep pool of inter- and intra-personal skills to work in contexts where these serious 
and sometimes dangerous issues are played out. We often build in failure to the 
structures of this practice (para. 44). 
 
Jim Ife (2010) explains that one of the most important principles of community development 
is that of valuing process, since, “the role of the community worker is not ‘to ensure a good 
outcome’ but rather to ensure a good process (and) one of the most important lessons for 
community development workers is to ‘trust the process’, which is not always an easy thing 
to do” (p.37). As Ife also notes this focus conflicts sharply with the managerial ethos that 
dominates in the sector with many social programs, “defined exclusively in terms of their 
outcomes rather than their processes. It is the results that are important” (2010, p.36).  
 
A number of recent local studies have highlighted the tension between community 
development practice and a prevailing orthodoxy in funded service delivery for refugee 
settlement support. These studies note the inadequacy of an ascendant model of practice 
which emphasises individualised therapeutic interventions and case work (Westoby 2008). 
Additionally, the policy framework mandating contractual competitiveness operates as a 
disincentive for interagency partnerships (Sidhu & Taylor 2009). Caroline Lenette and Ann 
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Ingamells (2014) in a recent ethnographic study of a small group of women from refugee 
backgrounds settling in Brisbane, Australia, presented an penetrating critique of this 
emphasis in a current resettlement support context, arguing that it is reflective of a 
“reductionist understanding of human need, and run(s) contrary to the wisdom, 
accumulated knowledge, experience, evidence, and ethics of social and community 
development work” (p.1). They go on to explain that, 
In the field, we see a narrow policy matched by narrow practice, which stops at basic 
physical need fulfilment, with little regard for the quality of practice. A consequence 
of this is an atrophy of the infrastructure and capacity for community development. 
(…) Refugee resettlement requires enabling and developmental action at three levels 
– within cultural groups, between new arrivals and the host community, and 
between new arrivals and the resource systems and structure of the host society. 
Such work requires getting to know the people. The specific of life experiences, 
settlement challenges and changing relations to their environments as well as the 
work of mobilising various parts of the community to open up and respond (p.13). 
  
Since our work on the BNW and OTC projects was on the borders of several disciplines, roles 
and practices, and since we were operating outside of conventionally sanctioned systems (as 
described by Ife, 2010; Westoby, 2008; Sidhu & Taylor 2009 and Lenette & Ingemells, 2014 
above), we had to invent ways of doing things and solve problems as this project work 
developed. Moments of practitioner uncertainty—the critical incidents or “cliff hanger 
moments”—are indicative of the ethical and creative tensions that this project hinged on, 
and the challenges that pushed project practitioners into spaces of improvisation and new 
learning. Co-creative media facilitation in these contexts involved (re)combining the 
“integrative practices" (Schatzki 1996) of a range of professional approaches and creative 
roles. In this sense, the projects allowed us to undertake activist activities, but also to learn 
more about performing in our individual vocationally oriented roles to create a more 
welcoming environment for young people from refugee backgrounds. Ultimately, what we 
learnt was the utility of co-creative media projects, in particular, for extending skills and 
building the capacity of the cultural practitioners—arts practitioners, community 
development professionals, settlement support workers, peace building professionals and 
educators—to work as an agile, multidisciplinary team to collaboratively build a more 
hospitable environment for refugees and asylum seekers.  
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The accounts documented in Chapters Five and Six present a fine grained exploration of the 
way this agile community of practice worked within the contact zone to co-perform refugee 
stories, and how some of the struggles we encountered played out in the context of these 
specific examples. The challenges included walking the fine line between process and 
outcome, the moral complexities of voice and representation when working with vulnerable 
people, as well as negotiating the interplay between (a highly volatile) political backdrop and 
an aesthetic medium. The action research cycles documented here highlight this constant 
questioning and (re)prioritising of values, this extension of an ethical antennae into every 
aspect of the project and the practice, this capacity to listen with dexterity and acuity—and 
the need to improvise and innovate on the basis of all this. In other words, this account 
indicates how these co-creative media project provided a context for a multidisciplinary 
project team to move out of silos of practice and develop new skills in constructing a non-
hegemonic relational space where the contours of a new “geography of welcome” could be 
explored. 
 
4.5 Ethical Engagement 
PAR and ethnography are methodologies that foreground the dynamics of engaging 
ethically with research partners and participants. The process of mapping “communication 
spaces” and a “contact zone” helped also to clarify the layers of relationships this study 
supported and the dimensions of ethical engagement in each sphere.  In my early 
negotiations with the Romero Centre we clarified that the terms of my engagement with 
storytellers from refugee backgrounds would be led by the Romero Centre and in this sense 
I would be working under the auspices of the Mercy Community Services' code of conduct.  
 
The following measures were part of this Romero Centre managed process: I obtained a 
blue card (the system of checks for people working with children and young people 
managed by the Queensland government) and assisted in the process of drafting a 
permission and image release form to be given to the young people who would be involved 
in storytelling activities. This document clarified the relative settlement support and 
research oriented aspects of the project work they would be involved with. This process was 
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supported by a face to face pre-workshop information session which used graphics and 
interpreters to support text based information provision so that the details of the process 
was accessible for those with limited English language skills. Ongoing project discussions 
followed throughout the project to ensure consent was informed and reiterated at intervals 
as the project developed (see the Limitations of the Research section at the conclusion of 
this thesis for further discussion about the process of clarifying who the "research subjects" 
were for this study).  
 
I reached a separate collaborative research agreement with the practitioners I worked with 
as project partners.  Early consultations with project partners informed the design of the 
data collecting instruments (the framing of semi-structured practitioner interview questions 
and the design of an audience survey). These research tools along with the terms of the 
research as a whole was subjected a process of evaluation and ethical approval by 
Queensland University of Technology and I used an informed consent process for the 
collection of data that emerged from the action research activities—practitioner interviews, 
meetings, evaluation and planning sessions, along audience feedback.  
 
Regular meetings of the practitioner teams and with Romero Centre management provided 
opportunities for reporting back on the progress of the research.  Written project reports 
were also periodically submitted to Romero Centre management, and to the administrators 
of Amnesty International Innovation Fund (who supported the BNW project with a small 
grant). Regular face to face meeting provided an ongoing forum for issues such as consent, 
representation, integrity, intellectual property and data management to be aired and 
resolved. 
 
Conclusion 
The focus of this research was the material practices of storytelling mediation. In this 
chapter I have accounted for the research design, describing the communicative spaces 
generated, the kinds of data collected and the methods of analysis used to shed light on this 
practice. In this chapter I explored the concept of an intercultural “contact zone” (Askins & 
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Pain, 2011; Pratt, 1991), and discussed the importance of this construct to both to the 
research design and to the learning generated by this research. In this way I demonstrated 
how the collaboration worked, how the actors co-constructed a context where stories were 
shared and performed and where knowledge was produced in various formats. Ultimately 
my purpose in this chapter was to show how this study made use of the productive 
juxtaposition (Hemment, 2007) of two interconnecting modes of inquiry, how it was built on 
the research traditions of PAR and public ethnography and the articulation of these two 
approaches. 
 
These experiments with public and performed ethnographic practice, and the purposeful 
engagement with methods drawn from performative inquiry, were responses developed 
within the course of the research itself. This was a methodologically adaptive approach. 
Elements were added to the research design, and to the project design, as evolutions of the 
pilot projects. They were action research outcomes. In this sense, then, the research design, 
and the project design, were both experimental responses to the process of identifying the 
tensions, limitations and gaps in the Digital Storytelling method. The projects, and the 
research as a whole, flowed directly from an appreciation of the under-theorised relational 
elements of practice, and the lack of attention to the framing of reading positions—deficits 
within the Digital Storytelling movement which were identified in the previous chapter. 
 
The storytelling projects at the heart of this study were framed by a participatory and 
collaborative research process, founded on our responses to a social and political context, 
and inspired by the personal experiences of the young people involved.  Using arts based 
practices, a combination of live and digital tools, and an intentionally performative, dialogic 
method, enhanced the opportunities for feedback. It was an approach that aspired to a 
responsive relationship between researcher, research partners and participants, and the 
communities to which the research participants belonged. Drawing from methods of 
performative inquiry made it possible to extend an aesthetic antenna into the problems and 
questions framing the study. It made it possible to highlight new understandings that 
emerged at the interface of different modes of action, experimentation and knowledge 
production. 
 Page | 85  
 
In subsequent chapters I elaborate on the themes that emerged from the data, crystalizing 
the meanings contained in the critical moments that practitioners encountered, the “stops”, 
(or “cliff hanger moments”, as Madeleine described them). The narrative of the OTC and 
BNW co-creative projects in the next two and subsequent chapters provides a more textured 
account of how these episodes manifested and the effect of these on project outcomes, as 
well as on the way project team members performed in their roles and extended their 
capacities.   
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Chapter 5: Co-Performing Refugee Stories 
Introduction 
Over the next two chapters I explore further the interactions and new understandings that 
emerged in these action research phases across both the Our True Colours (OTC) and Brave 
New Welcome (BNW) projects. My purpose is to develop a layered portrayal of how 
practitioners came to understand, or came to enhance their understanding, of what it 
means to engage ethically and creatively in storytelling work with refugees and asylum 
seekers. This includes documenting how the various artistic tools at hand were crafted and 
adapted to serve collectively devised purposes. This analysis also shows where plans failed 
to achieve the desired outcome and how such failures were accommodated and 
understood. At a broader level I link this collective learning—new insights into the 
intercultural co-creativity and activism—that emerged from our immersion in the contact 
zone to a practice I have described as “co-performative refugee storytelling”. 
 
5.1 Our True Colours 
Introduction 
The Our True Colours (OTC) storytelling project brought together a group of four women 
from refugee backgrounds in 2013 and 2014 to explore life narratives using visual arts and 
participatory video. Through Madeleine I was introduced to this small group of women who 
had resettled in Australia and were living in the outer suburbs of Brisbane. Several members 
of this network of friends had been involved in a narrative research project with Madeleine 
the year before and as a part of this project had expressed an interest in sharing their 
stories with a wider Brisbane audience. This new project represented for them an 
opportunity to meet with other women, improve their English language skills and they were 
clear about wanting some kind of public dissemination of their stories.  
 
Over the course of many conversations and meetings beginning in August 2013 we worked 
in collaboration with these women to design a storytelling project. In a manner consistent 
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with community cultural development practice, as the project coordinators we retained a 
focus on process (Ife, 2010, Westoby, 2008) at each stage of the project’s development.  
This meant eschewing a foreclosure on the project outcomes as much as possible and 
including these project participants in the project planning, and in listening and engaging 
and making decisions as a team. Taking this kind of responsive and open ended approach in 
the context of refugee and asylum seekers support is unusual in the sector, disciplined as it 
is by austere funding conditions, service contracts with predetermined performance targets 
and a pervasive model of individualised case management (Lenette & Ingamells, 2014).  
 
As this description of the OTC storytelling project will show, supporting a multi-model form 
of storytelling using the women’s artwork, co-creating the script for the OTC film, enlisting 
the support of professionals such as a visual designer/video artist and website designer, 
staging a live, performative storytelling event, designing an installation of the artwork, and 
constructing opportunities for ongoing audience interaction—were all attempts to move 
mindfully through the ethical and creative challenges we encountered. Inevitably these 
were, at times, partial and imperfect solutions, while at other times our collaboration clearly 
made something new possible. At the centre of our process was always a concern with the 
social and political purpose that underscored the collaboration. 
 
Stitches and Stories Pilot Project 
A short series of initial “sewing group” meetings served as a pilot project allowing us to form 
relationships and explore options for our storytelling work together. This was a chance to 
gather some initial data to help me clarify my research questions and make decisions about 
the ongoing direction of the research. Herr and Anderson  (2015, p.86) claim that “in action 
research, a pilot study is likely to simply be an early cycle of research in an ongoing research 
spiral”. Gudmundsdottir and Brock-Utne (2010), however, make a stronger case for the 
value of a distinct pilot phase, arguing that “reflective pilot studies, understood as action 
research, can directly augment stronger ties with the critical standpoint towards educational 
research, increase the validity of research results and be the vehicle of better praxis” 
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(p.360). For us the pilot phase was generative in three distinct ways that impacted on both 
the research design and the potential for the project to “be a vehicle for better praxis”.  
Firstly, it allowed us to gauge the level of interest among this community of women in the 
storytelling ideas we were proposing. It allowed us to develop a common language and 
begin a conversation about how they would like the project to progress. Later I concluded 
that our inclination to allow the project to take shape in gradual stages was valuable in light 
of the language and cultural barriers and the complexity of what we were attempting.  
 
Secondly, we were able to evolve our ideas about a method for articulating and sharing 
stories; we formulated a clearer sense of our purpose and our values overall, as well as 
refined the nature of the technical and aesthetic milieu we were to establish for this work. 
An outcome of this pilot for me for example, was the formulation of the model for 
communication outlined in Chapter Four, consisting of two intersecting communicative 
spaces. This framework became an important construct which I used to deepen my 
engagement and understanding about intercultural work in the “contact zone”. In addition, 
through these initial meetings we trialed an art form (sewing) and a story transcribing 
method (processes called “re-authoring” and "double storied testimony" drawn from 
Madeleine's experience with “collective narrative practice” which will be elaborated on in 
Chapter Six), which as a group we went on to hone in the next phase of the project 
development.  
 
Thirdly, at a practical level we were able demonstrate to other stakeholders that the project 
was viable, and to scope the resources available to progress our ideas. At this stage we 
developed various project descriptions, proposals and budgets to explain to the host 
organisation, to potential partners and funders the purpose, approach and objective of our 
storytelling work. 
 Page | 89  
 
Action research phases 
Cycle One:  
Our focus on process in the pilot project had created a space for experimentation with co-
creative practice. Since we had resolved to try to make a space for the women’s stories to 
emerge in a way that was consistent with what they wanted to say to their audiences, and 
since the tools for communication and expression were not immediately available, this kind 
of experimentation was essential. The idea of mediating an authentic personal voice is an 
important axiom in the Digital Storytelling methodology, since the genre is all about 
celebrating “self-representation” (Thumim, 2009). Meadows, a pioneer of the DST 
methodology, endorses its democracy-enhancing potential, claiming that “no longer must 
we put up with professional documentarists recording us for hours and then throwing away 
most of what we tell them, keeping only those bits that tell our stories their own way and, 
more than likely, at our expense. If we will only learn the skills of Digital Storytelling then we 
can, quite literally, ‘take the power back’” (2003, p.192). 
 
For these women, however, “taking the power back” was not as simple as participating in a 
few Digital Storytelling workshops. In this context the language and cultural barriers and 
differences in citizenship status, meant that storytelling facilitation assumed extra layers of 
creative and ethical complexity. Shepherding these women’s stories safely through the 
labyrinth-like route, with storytelling and art workshops at one end and public performance 
at the other, was a consciously inventive, way-finding process. There were many traps and 
cautions, many paradoxes and dilemmas to be negotiated along the way. As we launched 
into our first phase of action, for example, we began to consider some of the complexities 
and risks in translating life narratives into public, political acts, using what Hesford (1999) 
would call “counter autobiographical practices” (p.122).  
 
Hesford (2011) coined the term “spectacular rhetorics” to describe how visual 
representations of those who have suffered human rights abuses “activates certain cultural 
and national narratives, (…) consolidates identities through the politics of recognition, and 
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configures material relations of power and difference to produce, and ultimately to govern, 
human rights subjects” (p.9). McNevin  2010) has also noted that, “the imagery of  
'refugeeness' (…) plays into a voyeuristic humanitarian concern. In glossy brochures of aid 
agencies, refugees often appear indistinguishable from each other as a spectacle—as a mass 
of (usually black) bodies, both exoticized and pitied at once” (p.151).   
 
Our challenge then, conscious of the public audience we were anticipating would view the 
stories, was to visually render these narratives without positioning the women as 
spectacles, and thereby risk replaying a script that defines them as “other” and as victims. 
Hesford (1999) recognised the challenge of implementing a feminist intervention based on 
life narratives, and thereby playing a role in the representation of others, the when she 
cautioned that, 
As cultural critics, researchers, and educators, we must distinguish between forms 
of voyeurism and critical witnessing, and recognise both the transgressive and 
recuperative uses of self-disclosure, because those distinctions are what makes 
resistance possible. Likewise, feminists must challenge the facile equivalence of self-
disclosure and opposition. We must realise that the project of representing the 
experience of others is not purely hermeneutical but an interventionist practice 
with risks (p.141). 
 
As a strategy for managing these risks, we decided that our short film would not physically 
depict the faces of the storytellers as a focus of the visual narrative. Instead we would use 
artwork produced by the women with a voice over narration. This strategy would allow us 
to “trouble the dialectical theories of recognition that typically underwrite human rights 
appeals” (Hesford, 2011, p.25).  During the pilot we had trialed an art form which as a group 
we went on to hone in this next phase of the project development. After some experimental 
sewing and beading workshops we had discovered a collective appreciation of colour and 
texture (but not needlecraft). Subsequently we offered to run some collage making 
workshops envisaging that this technique would support the women to visually map 
memories, experiences, transformations, beliefs, values hopes and aspirations. Cultural 
philosopher Heim (2005), refers to “social art practice” as a process whereby “the artist 
navigates, rather than conducts, the flow of the conversation. The artist asks the instigating 
question, listens, sets a context for action, creates an aesthetic milieu in which an event is 
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mutually created” (p.203). In this stage of the project Madeleine and I acted in this role, 
offering and collectively developing an aesthetic language and facilitating a “social art 
practice”.  
 
A series of six Saturday workshops in late 2013 provided a structured space to explore 
artistic and linguistic tools to talk about past experiences and to imagine future selves. The 
women were led through a process that encouraged them to create visual maps of life 
journeys using a collage technique applied to a three paneled sturdy paper surface. 
Triptychs are three paneled works of art, and in this project we decided to use sturdy paper 
to make the work three dimensional, using both the front and back of these surfaces upon 
which to discover the stories that had meaning and resonance for these women. The 
intention of using this triptych design and collage technique was to help structure and 
inspire the process of mapping life stories. We wanted to do this mapping in a way that 
evoked the use of symbols and metaphors, and at the same time avoid replicating an 
insistence on a chronological testimony. Ultimately we wanted to produce visual material 
that could feature in the video, as an alternative to visually representing the storytellers 
themselves.  
 
The women’s visual maps began to take on rich colours and textures as images and words in 
paper, fabric and beads were arranged and glued to the panels.  Figure Three (at the end of 
this chapter section) illustrates some samples of the rich textured collages that emerged 
from these art-making processes. As the artwork developed stories were shared. This 
process supported an exploratory, storytelling practice. As the English words for talking 
about life experiences were discovered and rehearsed, as storytelling facilitators we took 
notes, catching snippets of evocative language and transcribing parts of stories. Each week 
the workshop began with a process of reading back the notes to the storytellers, checking, 
refining and selecting from these narrative fragments. This process drew on and 
experimented with various oral history and narrative therapy practices, including the 
emerging field of “collective narrative practice” (Denborough, 2006) which is detailed 
further in Chapter Five. 
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In this way we created a structured space to ask the women about their lives. Instead of 
overt interviews (an approach that a biographical researcher or oral historian would perhaps 
use) a storytelling, dialogic way of engaging was used to frame the interaction. This process 
was the first in multiple “acts of translation” (Pratt, 2009, p. 6), catching words and 
intentions and sequencing them, doing our best to stay true to what we understood the 
storyteller was saying, but struggled to express in a new language. This seems risky but since 
we were a small group and we had spent some time developing trust, accumulated some 
knowledge of their life stories and communication styles, it seemed to work. When the 
stories were read back weekly to the participants and they were asked if they wanted to add 
or edit any part of it they often did. The reaction was always very positive. Each of the 
women expressed an appreciation of the process and it seemed like it was a relief and a 
pleasure for them to hear their words “re-authored” in this way.  With the forthcoming 
public screening on International Women’s Day in mind, it was important to them that their 
language—their vocabulary choices, their grammar and pronunciation—was "correct" and 
comprehensible to English speaking audiences.  
 
The group then worked collaboratively to construct, rehearse and then record a single audio 
made up of all four women’s stories—the script which would anchor the film. The full OTC 
film script appears in Appendix A. The following excerpts illustrate this multi-voiced, 
collective format and the focus on educational journeys and aspirations that became the 
central motif for the project.  
 
Excerpts from the Our True Colours film script 
 
We are a group of women who came together to explore our pasts, our present and 
our possible future selves.  As women, we came to this country in search of a better 
life, more rights and more opportunities. 
 
These are our voices. 
 
The past: 
 
Makie: When I was born everything in my country was good, but then there were 
two wars. The first war is when I didn’t see my dad anymore; he didn’t come back. 
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In the second war I got separated from my mum. I was eight years old. Red is the 
colour of war. The colour of blood and of people dying.  
 
Shukria: What I remember as a child in Afghanistan is when the Taliban came to my 
village to chase men. My father left, he didn’t tell anyone. They came and he wasn’t 
there. They wanted him to join the fighting. We lived without Dad for 6 years. We 
had a feeling inside like he was dead. 
 
Journeys to Australia: 
 
Pawana: I came to Australia with my 2 brothers when I was 22. For the first 6 
months I was very sad. I had a confused and dizzy mind about my situation. I 
thought a lot about my mother and grandmother. Why don’t women in Afghanistan 
have rights? I worry about that. But, I am also happy.  I rescued myself from the 
dictatorship of men. I have come to Australia and made a new life. I am very 
interested in becoming a lawyer. I want to study law because in my country we 
never had laws or women’s rights.  
 
Education: 
 
Makie: Orange represents life in Australia. When we first came there was a lot of 
hardship and sadness because my mum wasn’t there. The dark orange is the time I 
spent looking deep, thinking about her. It was really hard without her. But there 
were also times that were light orange: going to school, making friends. Learning 
English was really hard. My cousin was my inspiration to learn English, she was so 
bossy and used to tease me about my spelling. I learned a lot of English because of 
her. 
 
Shakila: In Afghanistan, we fought hard to be able to go to school. We fought with 
our family. We said, we must go to school with our brothers. When we had 
convinced our families, then we fought with our society. Some people thought that 
if girls went to school they would become like witches and do bad things against our 
religion. But, we know that it was really that powerful men, like the clergy, did not 
want to lose their power.  
 
Shukria: I graduated from high school this year. I want to study sociology and child 
psychology. In high school I had a really good teacher who helped me a lot. 
Whenever I felt hopeless, she made me feel strong. I went to school with zero 
English, but she made work easier and made me feel confident. Even if I had 
personal problems, I trusted her to tell her. She cried when we graduated. 
 
Women’s rights: 
 
Shakila: Men design women’s lives for them. If you are a bright woman, they think 
you are a witch. But we are a generation in transition. We know our rights and we 
fight for them. 
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Makie: We know what a good relationship with a man looks like. If I know 
everything I need to know then my husband cannot mess with me.  He is not the 
boss and I am not the boss. I reflect on the experiences of my mother. If she knew 
what I know, then her life would have been very different. If I were in Africa with 
God knows how many kids my life would be so different. My mother didn’t go to 
school. My grandmother didn’t go to school. But, my grandfather did and my uncle 
did. My mother now wants me to go to university, that’s big on my shoulders. 
 
The Future 
 
Shukria: I want to get an education because that’s how dreams come true. After uni 
I want to go back to Afghanistan and help others, especially little kids and women. 
My dad promised he would help me so I want to go back to Afghanistan for 6 
months. My family is very important to me. Every single person in Afghanistan is 
important to me, especially women because they face so many challenges. If I were 
in Afghanistan now, I would be in the same situation as them. I came here and now I 
have many opportunities. I have education. I can go back to Afghanistan and I can 
talk louder. I can fight for my rights and their rights. I don’t want the same situation 
that is happening to women now, to happen to the next generation. 
 
Pawana: I had that experience of war and violence that affects women. So, I want to 
work with women, I don’t care in which country. I will work wherever I can. It is a 
big problem. I don’t want this violence to repeat in the new generation. First I will 
improve myself and then I can help others. I need to study more to improve my 
speaking and my writing, these two things are very important for a lawyer. I want to 
be a lawyer, because I think laws can change a country. Being a lawyer was my 
childhood dream, because of the violence and war that we had in my country. 
 
One thing we want people to take away from this film… 
 
Shukria: Before you are Afghan, Australian, male or female, you are human. You 
have to be human first. 
 
Makie: We’re all unique with ambitions and dreams. Have hope. If you want truth 
you have to work hard. You have to face obstacles. Do what makes you happy and 
not what the world wants you to do. 
 
Mansoor (2014) has noted the way bilingual creative writers can generate a form of 
hybridised language that emanates from “code switching”, which “ensures the germination 
of novel results (…) and the alteration of meanings lexically and grammatically” (p.225). In 
our “acts of translation” we were conscious of preserving these forms which, while they 
may not be grammatically conventional, were not “incorrect” either.  Phrasing such as: “I 
rescued myself from the dictatorship of men” (Pawana), and, “Men design women’s lives for 
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them” (Shakila), convey meaning with the resonance and aestheticism of poetry. The script 
also evidences the synesthetic results of life narrative writing that has its inspiration in visual 
art. This sensory form of expression is clear in depictions such as, 
Makie: Orange represents life in Australia. When we first came there was a lot of 
hardship and sadness because my mum wasn’t there. The dark orange is the time I 
spent looking deep, thinking about her. It was really hard without her. But there 
were also times that were light orange: going to school, making friends. 
Cycle Two:  
The next stage of the project involved working with a professional visual designer/filmmaker 
to create a video that was comprised of this story montage, along with photographs of the 
artwork and the animations of these designs created by the visual designer.  The plan was to 
capture some of these colourful true stories in a digital form. The video OTC: A Collage of 
Four Women’s Stories (which can be viewed at the project website: ourtruecolours.org.au) is 
the outcome of these storytelling, art-making and digital animation activities. In this short 
(16 minute) video four women who have survived the experience of being a refugee tell 
stories that are woven into one cohesive narrative that maps the process of reinventing 
yourself in a new land after an experience of forced migration. Rich experiences of loss, 
disrupted education and reclaiming a purpose in life to make a difference in the lives of 
other women, are thematically rendered through a visual art medium (collage) and a 
recorded narrative that moves back and forth between individual tales.  
Cycle Three:  
The OTC storytelling project culminated in a public screening event at the State Library of 
Queensland on International Women’s Day in 2014 which was attended by a public 
audience of more than two hundred. The plan for staging this event included the four 
storytellers making a live appearance in front of the audience, and being available to answer 
questions. The extract below from my research journal, captures a "critical incident"  or 
what Lynn Fels (2012) calls a "stop". A "stop" is a moment that makes us notice, "gaps, 
absences, dissonance, the unexpected; stops are moments that interrupt, provoke new 
questioning, call forth reflection, and inspire through reflection, new understanding" (p.53). 
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This memo was recorded in my research journal, written on the occasion of this first 
screening of the Our True Colours video on International Women’s Day in 2014. This 
experience was one of the many challenging and complex moments that peppered this two 
year period of fieldwork and action research, this critical incident, (or “cliff hanger” moment 
as Madeleine called it) occurring near the end of the project.  
The three storytellers emerge finally from the bathroom in full traditional Hazara 
costume. They look spectacular. Looking at their faces I sense what it means for 
these women, still finding their feet in a new land, to be about to assume centre 
stage to present their stories to a public audience. They are nervous. The event is 
being held in the auditorium and terrace space at the State Library, riverside in the 
centre of Brisbane. It is a pretty grand space. The program this evening will start 
with a panel of speakers, then some dancing, then the screening of our sixteen 
minute video. The audience will then be introduced to the storytellers and they will 
be available to answer questions about their stories. The audience will then move to 
the foyer to view the art exhibition, and onto the terrace for a fashion parade. It’s a 
collaborative, community engaging program that Romero Centre Staff have worked 
hard for months to build. 
Earlier this week, as a small project group, we had viewed the final version of the 
video to be screened this evening, the outcome of nine months’ worth of talking, 
sharing stories and making art. The reaction from the storytellers at this time was 
subdued. Madeleine and I were surprised by this response, and then we were 
apprehensive. They were positive about the look of the work—their beautiful 
collages, artfully animated and brought to life—but each of them struggled hearing 
their narrative recorded in her own voice, in not perfect English. For these smart, 
aspiring young women, the English was not good enough. They have made a decision 
to be here, to share their stories in this way, but in this moment I feel the weight of 
my share of the responsibility for all that is implicated as these stories go public.  
Has it been the right thing to do to shine a spotlight on these women in this way? 
The sound of these women's voices, including the faltering moments, seems to 
epitomise courage to Madeleine and I, but how would I feel if it was my life being 
shown to a public audience of strangers? I am experiencing position confusion, a 
slippage of scale—this is how the ethics of participatory research in this project, as in 
others of this ilk, can become tangled and murky.  Suddenly it seems like so much to 
ask of these generous women, who have lost so much. If the project is not clearly 
serving their personal interests, as well as our joint political project, if it is not a 
genuinely empowering one for these particular women, these brave storytellers, 
then the whole project is just wrong. (Memo 10th of March 2014) 
 
This critical episode holds and illustrates tensions that I came to understand often 
accompanied the shifts between scales of practice in co-performative storytelling. The 
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tension between our perception of what it meant to “do good” at a micro scale (that is, 
facilitate storytelling practices in a way that empowered these women as individual 
storytellers), and the what it meant to “do good” at a macro scale (that is,  facilitate 
storytelling practices in a way that propelled these stories into circulation in the hope that 
they would find an audience and have a broader impact on public attitudes to asylum 
seekers), was at this point brought sharply into focus. In Chapter Six I engage in further 
discussion, inspired by this incident, of the ethical ramifications of “scaling up” refugee life 
narratives.   
 
This screening was complemented by an installation of the storytellers’ collages in the foyer 
of the auditorium. Each work was threaded with strands of jewellery wire and suspended in 
solid black, open frames, so that both sides of the three dimensional pieces could be seen. 
The frames stood on plinths that were arranged so they framed a square. A papier mache 
"post box" held the space in the centre of the square. Postcards were printed and arranged 
on a nearby bench with coloured pens. Viewers were invited to respond to the women's 
stories - the video and the exhibition - by writing on a postcard and "posting" it in the box. 
In Figure Four (at the end of this chapter section) images from this exhibition, along with 
samples of audience responses on postcards are arranged in a collage of photographs 
documenting the OTC project.  
 
The web designer constructed a website with its own domain for the project 
(ourtruecolours.org), and the site was populated with the story of the project as a whole 
and all the visual material that was produced. Audience responses inscribed on postcards, 
which were collected from the postbox incorporated into the art installation, were later 
uploaded here and the website became a place where audience interaction could continue 
beyond the first public screening and the exhibition. The video and the artwork live 
permanently on the OurTrueColours website and have become a resource used by the 
community organisation in their ongoing community education and advocacy work and in 
this context the audience continues to grow. These resources have also been taken up by 
local high schools and incorporated into a year ten unit of work (mapped onto the 
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curriculum in Studies of Society and the Environment), in several girl’s schools (affiliated 
with the Romero Centre and Mercy Community Services). 
 
In these final action cycles Madeleine and I experienced a number of critical moments, such 
as that described above, where we felt the tension between the various roles we were 
juggling—project coordinators, researchers, activists, support workers, and in a sense, 
friends of these storytellers. Each of these roles created demands and goals that at times 
conflicted. Goldstein (2008b) argues that the usefulness of teasing out these tensions, 
however, is that we are required to be transparent about our priorities in terms of who we 
are accountable to. This reflexivity adds rigorousness to the work of performed ethnography 
since, 
(w)hen the resolution of tensions between ethnographic, dramatic, and social 
change commitments is not possible, performed ethnographers need to be able to, 
at least, name the stage involved in privileging one set of commitments over 
another and pay close attention to ethical concerns that arise as a result of such 
privileging. They then have to live with the choices they make and find ways of 
making their choices transparent so that the strength of their work can be assessed 
and critiqued by the members of their multiple and diverse audiences (p.99). Cycle Four:  
The conversation below is drawn from a debrief and planning session on the 2nd of April 
2014, one month after this first screening of the Our True Colours video, which was 
accompanied by the art exhibition, at the International Women's’ Day Celebratory event at 
the Queensland State Library. This was an important culmination of the project’s activities 
over the previous nine months. 
The purpose of this meeting was framed by the critical and action oriented methods that 
had been used throughout the project; that is, at critical junctures we met as a project co-
ordinating team to both evaluate and debrief from the previous cycle of action and plan for 
the next phase. This meeting took place as the project was winding up, so the debriefing 
had a holistic, evaluative flavour, and the planning element was directed at preparing for 
one last meeting with the four women who had participated and shared their stories. Here 
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we are considering what questions we would like to ask these storytellers and project 
participants about their experiences.  
Madeleine: We could begin by sharing our fears on that night with Pawana to see 
how she responds to that, and then I think it would be interesting to hear about that 
double process from her perspective because we can have this grand plan of 
influencing people through personal stories, but we didn't anticipate the cliffhanger 
moment of going “holy shit is this ethical”? We've created this process to hold the 
two in balance—something that was empowering and meaningful for the women 
involved, but where the product also had power and meaning.(…) I think that what 
grounded us or at least grounded me was my relationship with Pawana. It had a 
whole other element of me being aware of how my behaviour and actions could 
affect somebody when I knew her so well. It’s kind of another level of 
vulnerability—is this meaningful for her because she's my friend and I want her 
to…she doesn't have the same freedom to just walk away in the same way as 
somebody who just wanted in off the street does because we have formed a 
relationship prior to that, and this is what's coming up now the trickiness of now 
walking away. (Evaluation meeting, 2nd April 2014) 
 
Later Madeleine reported to me that three women had attended this final meeting to 
discuss what the project had meant for them. The consensus was that yes, although they 
were nervous about the standard of their English language skills evident in the video, the 
process had ultimately been worthwhile for them. The experience of having their stories 
screened in a public forum, and the responses from the audience was a positive one for 
them. The audience at the International Women’s Day event had been clearly impressed, 
and they had been offered a rush of positive feedback for the video—praise for the stories 
shared and for courage of the telling. These responses were personal, with audience 
members approaching them after the screening and asking them about the project, the 
video and the life stories the women had shared. Audience members had spent time 
interacting with the exhibition, and had asked the women about the process of making the 
artworks. The responses recorded on postcards were universally respectful, emotional and 
often personal.  On the night Madeleine and I had observed this with relief, and we had 
uploaded the postcards to the website and directed the women to this site so they could 
view them. We could see that the four women had been surprised and buoyed by the 
audience’s reaction. At this meeting a month later, Madeleine learned that this experience 
had been significant for all of them. They all felt that they had gained more confidence in 
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speaking about who they were, where they had come from and what they believed to be 
important through this experience.  
. 
  
 Page | 101  
 
 
Figure Three: Our True Colours Art Work (photographs taken and arranged by Nina 
Woodrow) 
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Figure Four: Our True Colours Art Exhibition at the State Library on International Women’s 
Day (photographs taken and arranged by Nina Woodrow) 
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5.2 Brave New Welcome 
Introduction 
The Brave New Welcome (BNW) arts and intercultural dialogue project developed via a 
series of meetings, workshops, and events over an eighteen months period. The project 
emerged from an initial intention to engage with young people from refugee backgrounds 
living in the local Brisbane community, using storytelling and participatory media 
approaches. The BNW project started in early 2013 as a pilot Digital Storytelling (DST) 
project, with a small group of newcomers who had recently settled in Australia, and were 
living on the outskirts of Brisbane.  
 
The project team took questions, ideas and inspirations that emerged from this pilot phase, 
from the experience of co-creating and sharing the collection of five digital stories that were 
the outcome of these activities, through four more cycles of project planning, action and 
reflection. These phases of activity led to more ambitious, complex outcomes and to a new 
hybridised co-creative media practice which drew on the skills and creative capacity of a 
multidisciplinary team. This group of practitioners produced outcomes, both tangible and 
intangible, that elaborated significantly on the DST process and form. The purpose of this 
applied program of research and these arts based activities were to develop new tools and 
new understandings in the creation of opportunities for intercultural communication.  
 
By the second action phase the planning moved from focusing on young people from 
refugee backgrounds in isolation to the intention of bringing together a diverse group of 
young people, including both refugee background and Australian born, together. The aim 
here was to provide a supported environment and a context where young people, who 
would not normally have contact, could meet each other, build relationships, and explore 
ideas and responses to the theme of “welcome”.  Project planning was focused on 
supporting this process through arts based practices, such as community theatre, 
participatory media and facilitated dialogue. At this point the project was named “Brave 
New Welcome”.  
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The BNW project was driven by Madeleine and I via our research partnership. The project 
ran in tandem with its sister participatory media project, Our True Colours, with two 
individual participants spanning both projects. The BNW initiative however, involved more 
people, it gathered additional partners as the ideas developed over an eighteen month 
period. BNW evolved and became a multifaceted project that was different things to each of 
the practitioners and stakeholders involved. The challenges of containing a project like this, 
using a PAR approach, into a manageable timeframe for the purposes of research are not 
new. By the time I drew a line under the timeline and decided that at this point I would 
cease to collect data, the project team, in addition to myself, had included: 
 
• Madeleine Belfrage, Community Development Worker at the Romero Centre  
• Cymbeline Bruher, Theatre Practitioner with expertise in the Playback Theatre method, 
who was a Freelance Arts Practitioner and (former) Artistic Director at Backbone Youth 
Arts 
• Angus Macleod, Animator/Film Editor, freelance film editor with a connection to Human 
Ventures (A Creative Social Enterprise focusing on young people and participatory media) 
• Erica Rose Jeffrey and Serge Loode, Dialogue Facilitators and Peace Building Professionals, 
Peace and Conflict Studies Institute Australia (PasCIA) 
• Staff at The Edge, State Library of Queensland’s Digital Culture Unit 
• Amnesty International (through a small grant from their “Innovation Fund” and through 
the participation of Erin, Visual Artist and Activist (ARTivist), and other volunteers from 
Artillery (Amnesty International’s local Volunteer Youth Action Group) 
 
Over a hundred young people from diverse backgrounds participated in the BNW project. All 
of these participants contributed creative content to the project in some form—as digital 
storytellers, as visual artists, as playback theatre devisers and performers, as “Brave New 
Welcomers” and co-creative media makers, and as participatory mural makers and graphic 
recorders. Several hundred members of the Brisbane public formed audiences for the co-
created media outcomes at four separate screening events: a community café event co-
hosted by the Romero Centre in partnerships with the Peace and Conflict Studies Institute 
Australia (PasCIA) in July 2013, the Brave New Welcome Youth forum in May 2014, and two 
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consecutive refugee film festival events (June 2013 and June 2014) each of which took place 
during the fieldwork period.    
The DigiStories Pilot Project 
In early 2013, Madeleine and I presented the Romero Centre with the option of being one of 
the sponsoring organisations for a Digital Storytelling project with the aim of generating 
original creative content for the annual Refugee Film Festival in June 2013. The Romero 
Centre had curated content for a Brisbane Refugee Film Festival for the previous four years 
in partnership with the State Library, selected from a package of media imported from the 
Sydney program. The proposal was that this year we would include some small snippets of 
local content that focused on local stories.  
 
 As a service stretched to their limit providing front line support to asylum seekers and 
resettling refugees however, the capacity of the organisation to take risks with valuable 
time and resources was limited. This is reflected in an interview with Madeleine after the 
film festival in July 2013. On reflection, we evaluated the difficulties for the organisation in 
making this investment, 
 
Nina: I think that leading up to the film festival there was a sense that “do we have 
time for this”?  
 
Madeleine: Yeah… the Romero… kind of had a brief period of accepting a lot of 
money to do SGP (Federal Government Settlement Grants Program) which kind of 
seemed like civilised case work kind of stuff with real full time employees. And then 
it's gone, been yanked back into …because of the policy space.  Almost Howard like 
years of, “Oh my God, we've just go to get blankets and toiletries and people are not 
eating”. This panic hat is back on again. And that was the original work of the Sisters 
who opened Romero Centre. We've been pushed back to that—without the support 
of the Sisters. (…) Then just after that was a time when we… had just heard back 
about the fact that we were only now going to have point seven five of a position.  
Again, the crisis hat went on and (we were) really fighting to be able to have these 
Digital Storytelling workshops in whatever form as part of the festival. (Interview 
with Madeleine Belfrage 24th of July 2013) 
 
In the end, the willingness of the organisation to support a pilot Digital Storytelling project, 
in spite of the other demands on the organisation, set the project in motion. A series of six 
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workshops took place in May and June 2013 at The Edge, at the State Library of Queensland 
with the support of Animator/Film Editor Angus Macleod.  The participants were mostly 
recruited through an English language program at Logan on the outskirts of Brisbane. The 
outcomes of these workshops, a collection of five digital stories made by the young people, 
were screened at the Refugee Film Festival June 2013 and again at a Community Café event 
hosted by the Peace and Conflict Studies Institute Australia (PaCSIA) in partnership with the 
Romero Centre. 
 
A brief introduction was presented at both of the events where the collection of digital 
stories was screened in June and July 2013, so that insight could be offered to audiences 
about the Digital Storytelling form and the context for their production. The purpose of this 
framing was to provide something equivalent to what Goldstein (2008b, p.99) described as 
ethnographic playwrights notes—contextualisations that are often provided in 
“ethnographic play scripts or in programs accompanying ethnographic performances” as a 
way of explaining that the creative outcomes presented were an (inevitably imperfect) 
resolution of competing ethnographic, dramatic and social change priorities. This process of 
constructing and presenting the creative works within an interpretative frame (Butler, 2009) 
was a practice that we developed over the next few action research cycles. 
 
During this phase we reflected on the outcomes of this pilot project and the two events 
where the collection of digital stories had been screened. This led to our conjecture that 
participatory media could work to not only support young people from refugee backgrounds 
to experiment with a creative form to share their stories, but also this creative process could 
also be linked to a larger community development and audience development strategy, 
leading up to the Refugee Film Festival the following year. These strategic decisions on how 
to steer the BNW project were a response to the settlement experiences shared with us by 
participants during the evaluation of the pilot Digital Storytelling project. Madeleine’s report 
to stakeholders and potential partners in August 2013 (constructed and shared via a project 
blog), summarised the sequence of action, reflection and consultation that fed into the 
planning for the next phase of the BNW project. In the report extract below an account is 
provided of the nature of participant feedback and how this articulated into project plans. 
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(Nina and I) decided to pitch the idea (of creating digital stories to be screened at 
the next refugee film festival) to the original participants – the creators of the first 
series of digital stories. So, we hosted a lunch gathering to get their feedback on the 
original project and their ideas about where to from here. I was particularly 
interested to know about their experiences and interactions with ‘mainstream’ 
Australians, so I asked them in what kinds of contexts they meet Australians, and 
what those meetings are like.  
 
M, from Afghanistan, said, ‘We see them on the train but we avoid them because 
they think we’re weird?’  
 
Although it didn’t surprise me, the fact that this, and being in a classroom with their 
teachers and volunteers at TAFE, were the extent of their interactions with people 
not from somewhere else, was still incredible to hear. They all agreed that meeting 
Australians was hard, particularly in Woodridge where interactions are often hostile. 
They felt that when they did meet Australians, ‘they had to impress them in the first 
few seconds’. 
 
Nina and I proposed that we invite some young Australians to join with us to create 
the next project. They were all very excited by this, and assured us that it ‘was not 
scary’. Following on from this meeting, I envisage three objectives for the next 
digital story telling project: 
• To bring together young people who have never had the chance to meet to 
spend time together in a creative space learning from each other, learning new 
creative skills and making powerful art about their experience. 
• To bridge the ‘[I/they] think [they’re/we’re] weird gap through sharing space, 
ideas, conversations, fun and a little bit of ourselves with each other for two 
weeks. 
• To produce a digital story about the experience of being, learning and creating 
together and to show this story to our friends, families and communities at the 
2014 Refugee Film Festival. 
 
As this report documents, reflecting on the outcomes of the pilot project, especially the 
feedback we received from project participants about their experiences of social exclusion, 
provided critical information that drove the design of the next phase. Over the next four 
months Madeleine and I focused our efforts, in challenging circumstances, on bringing a 
consortium of practitioners together to launch a new initiative which would put these 
ideas—about storytelling, intercultural dialogue, community development and public 
pedagogy—into practice. We made contact with Cymbeline Buhler, who had experience 
using playback theatre in peace building contexts, and who at the time was the artistic 
director of a Brisbane based youth arts company (Backbone Youth Arts). Although a key 
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provider of cultural programs for young people with a long history, this organisation was 
one of a number of youth arts organisations which lost significant state support during this 
period, and funding for Cymbeline's position was cut before the BNW theatre work began. 
Cymbeline however, like all of the professional practitioners who contributed to this project, 
continued to work on the project according to a reworked contractual arrangement which 
included a voluntary contribution.  
 
Playback theatre like Boal’s ‘Theatre of the Oppressed’ (Boal, 1979), is concerned with the 
transformative potential of theatre. Inspired by psychodrama and oral history traditions, 
Playback Theatre “is an informal, everyday theatre, which honoured community experience 
at its core” (Fox, 2007, p.92). The Playback method involves audience members volunteering 
life stories and trained actors and musicians acting them out.  According to Hannah Fox, 
It happens on a bare stage. There are no costumes, no scripts. Playback can happen 
in a traditional theatre, a classroom, a living room, or on the street. Telling the 
stories of everyday citizens is central to Playback. (It) gives voice and visibility to 
especially those most often overlooked and ignored. In a typical Playback Theatre 
performance there is a facilitator, called the “conductor,” who interfaces with the 
public, inviting individuals in the audience to share life stories, which the team of 
actors, accompanied by a musician, then acts out. (2007, p.92). 
 
Inspired by fit between this method and our ambitions for the BNW project, we composed 
descriptions of the process we were planning and communicated these ideas among our 
networks of educators and settlement support agencies with the aim of recruiting 
participants and generating interest in the project. Promotional material distributed in early 
January 2014, included the following explanation of how were planning to adapt the 
playback method in the service of BNW's aims,  
Participate in Instant Theatre! 
Playback Theatre takes everyday stories from your life and turns them into small 
pieces of theatre on the spot. It’s a great way to meet people and see the world in 
new ways. You can tell stories about anything: a childhood memory, a big journey, 
your first crush, an exam you wanted to do well in, something in your future that 
you’re working towards. Through the week, we will play games, have conversations 
and learn how to make instant theatre out of each other’s real life stories. Excited? 
Wanna get involved? Remember, Brave New Welcome is for anyone aged 16-26. No 
special skills required!  
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Action research phases 
Cycle One:  
The first phase of action culminated in a week long creative development intensive bringing 
twenty young people from very diverse backgrounds together. This group included five very 
recently arrived young people from refugee backgrounds, young men who were currently 
living in community detention supported by Mercy Community Services, several young 
people from refugee backgrounds who had been settled in Australia for five years or less, 
some from refugee backgrounds who had immigrated as children, some who were the 
children of migrant parents, together with several Australian born young people. The aim 
was to spend a week supporting these young people to share stories in creative ways in 
order to build relationships. The creative development week took place in January 2014 in 
the school holidays. The first four days of this phase was led by a playback theatre 
practitioner Cymbeline Buhler, and the final day was run as a facilitated dialogue event led 
by peace-building professionals Serge Loode and Erica Rose Jeffrey.  
The four day theatre workshop included a range of artistic and dramatic group activities. 
The playback theatre, storytelling method was adapted to a more collaborative style—since 
there was no formally trained playback theatre actors to "playback" the stories, the group 
were supported through a series of scaffolding theatrical exercises to turn each other’s 
stories into "instant theatre". These playback theatre inspired story sharing activities were 
also supplemented by visual arts and theatre games to support this diverse group of young 
people to build trust through discovering an aesthetic language. A mosaic of images 
documenting participants engaging in playback theatre and other arts based activities 
during this creative development week (Figure Five) appears at the end of this chapter 
section. 
Shortly after this creative development week had finished, Madeleine and I met to reflect 
on what was learnt during this program of work, and plan the next phase.  We had arrived, 
at this point, at new understandings of what "welcome" and "advocacy" could mean. The 
idea that advocacy in this context could be framed more usefully as a process of  
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"community development" which created sites for "intercultural dialogue", was a stepping 
stone to the concept of "cultural mediation" that developed through subsequent planning, 
action and reflection cycles. The idea of "cultural mediation" is explored in more detail in 
Chapter Seven. The exchange below occurred during a planning meeting in later January 
2014, 
Madeleine: (the week of storytelling has) kind of shifted the idea of what a welcome 
is to…like we had chosen "welcome" as the theme, and the ways that we don't 
welcome refugees asylum seekers. I think that's an interesting question—Do stories 
have to be testimony to be powerful…or is there power in the walking the dog 
stories or getting expelled from school or sleeping in the car outside the caravan 
park? 
 
Nina: Yes and I think there is, and I think there is for them for the reasons they (the 
participants) identified (because) if you accumulate enough stories, then the barriers 
between people breakdown and this is what you are doing informally when you get 
to know someone as a friend. You build up a friendship that is based on them telling 
you about themselves and you get to know who they are 
 
Madeleine: So what is the difference between creating connections and advocacy? 
 
Nina: That’s a good question, and there is a difference I think. I am reframing it in 
terms of dialogue. (I have) started talking about dialogue instead of advocacy and 
creating sites for intercultural dialogue and that being a form of advocacy. So what it 
does then is shift the idea that I am the advocate— I am the person who is speaking 
on behalf of these powerless people. It shifts your role to be someone who makes a 
space for people to talk to each other and is that advocacy? (Planning Meeting, 29th 
of January 2014) 
The conversation above shows how we were developing a renewed understanding of the 
role of storytelling in intercultural communication, with an appreciation of what can be 
achieved through a structured opportunity to share everyday "small stories", as opposed to 
the trope of tragic personal testimony more commonly associated with refugee narratives. 
The week concluded on the fifth day with new leaders for the group running a facilitated 
dialogue using the community cafe method.  This strategy for hosting and facilitating 
conversations among large groups of people is based on the “World Café Conversations" 
facilitation method in which, according to the Brisbane based Community Café Dialogues 
website,  
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Participants engage in small group conversations about questions that matter to 
them. By changing groups over a number of different rounds people expand their 
personal networks and have an opportunity to hear many different views and 
stories. This helps to build relationships and understand different perspectives 
(Community Café Dialogues, n.d., para 3).  
 
The World Café Conversations methodology originates from a small group of business and 
academic leaders active in California in the mid-1990s who formalised a way to harvest 
collective intelligence with the aim of promoting innovative and ethical responses to critical 
social issues. The seven underpinning design principles of the World Cafe approach, 
according to the website, supply organisers with “a simple, effective, and flexible format for 
hosting large group dialogue”, which can be adapted to a range of contexts. Site specific 
needs are “factored into each event's unique invitation, design, and question choice”. The 
following five elements, however, are essential feature of the basic model, 
1) Setting: Create a "special" environment, most often modelled after a café, i.e. 
small round tables covered with a checkered tablecloth, butcher block paper, 
colored pens, a vase of flowers, and optional "talking stick" item. There should be 
four chairs at each table. 
2) Welcome and Introduction: The host begins with a warm welcome and an 
introduction to the World Café process, setting the context, sharing the Cafe 
Etiquette, and putting participants at ease. 
3) Small Group Rounds: The process begins with the first of three or more twenty 
minute rounds of conversation for the small group seated around a table. At the 
end of the twenty minutes, each member of the group moves to a different new 
table. They may or may not choose to leave one person as the "table host" for the 
next round, who welcomes the next group and briefly fills them in on what 
happened in the previous round. 
4) Questions: each round is prefaced with a question designed for the specific 
context and desired purpose of the session. The same questions can be used for 
more than one round, or they can be built upon each other to focus the 
conversation or guide its direction. 
5) Harvest: After the small groups (and/or in between rounds, as desired) individuals 
are invited to share insights or other results from their conversations with the rest 
of the large group. These results are reflected visually in a variety of ways, most 
often using graphic recorders in the front of the room (The World Cafe, n.d., para 3-
7). 
 
This final day of the creative development week was facilitated by Serge Loode and Erica 
Rose Jeffrey, with the support of three volunteers from the Peace and Conflict Studies 
 Page | 112  
 
Institute Australia. This part of the program served as both an experience of intercultural 
dialogue using the community cafe method for the participants, as well as a 
training/mentoring event to build these skills within the participants in preparation for the 
next phase. In this mini cafe event a vital part of the process was the formulation of the 
questions. The questions for the initial mini cafe were composed by the facilitating team, 
but we built in a process to allow the group of young people to collaboratively decide on the 
questions to be posed for the larger community cafe/youth forum event that we were 
planning. The four rounds of discussion at each table at the mini cafe responded to these 
questions:  
 
1. What was the best part of the Brave New Welcome workshop? If you take home one 
thing, what is it? 
2. After four days together in this groups: What are good ways of getting to know others 
and for building friendships with them? 
3. In preparation for the forum: What questions do you want to ask the young people who 
come to the forum? What are important issues to a talk about? 
4. Who should we invite to the forum? 
 
Supporting participants to produce “graphic recordings” of the conversations is an 
important part of the process of "harvesting collective wisdom"; a process that is at the 
centre of the world cafe method. Overall this strategy is a well-used tool in community 
activism since, as Margulies and Sibbet (2007) explain the method can help groups 
communicate and work together. Graphic recording methods, 
have roots in the way designers have always worked, using sketches, diagrams, and 
imagery to try out new thinking, present possibilities, make sense of complexity, 
and remember rich amounts of information. Organizations in rapidly changing 
environments now use visual recorders and graphic facilitators for retreats, planning 
sessions, team projects, dialogue sessions, problem solving, community building, 
strategic thinking, and knowledge creation. Educators and trainers use the methods 
to deepen learning. The applications are extensive and inspiring (p. 577). 
 
In research contexts, using participatory mapping and visual forms of data collection is often 
seen as a way to breach generational, language and professional boundaries (Clark, 2011), 
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and to increase the trustworthiness of the interpretation of that data, especially where the 
investigation is focused on emotional experiences (Copeland & Agosto, 2012). In this project 
the graphic recordings produced at both the mini cafe and the larger youth forum generated 
a very rich visual data set. Samples of these graphic recording are collected in Figure five at 
the end of this chapter section. Several themes drawn from an analysis of this material are 
explored in Chapter Six. 
 
On the fourth day of the creative development week, the practitioner team met to reflect 
on the way the process had unfolded so far after four days of arts based activities and 
playback theatre workshops. The purpose of this meeting was to plan the final day of this 
week—a day of structured dialogue which would work as a segue to the next phase of the 
project’s development. The group of twenty "Brave New Welcomers" performed a “small 
bite” community café event on that fifth day of this week, guided by the peace building 
mentors and adopting all the formal processes and convention of a true community cafe 
event. This final day functioned as an experience of this style of structured dialogue itself as 
well as a rehearsal for the larger youth forum that followed three months after this creative 
development week. In this sense the mini forum was multipurpose. It had a pedagogical and 
practical role and it worked in a Boalian sense as a “rehearsal of life”. Brazilian theatre 
director, writer and founder of Theatre of the Oppressed, Boal (2002) invited us to,  
imagine a theatre show in which we, the artists, would present our world view in 
the first half, and in the second half the audience could create a new world, invent 
their own future by trying out their own options. Let us, we and they, create it first 
in the theatre, in fiction, to be better prepared to create it outside afterwards, to 
extrapolate into our real life (p.15) 
 
The transcript extract below is from this BNW creative development week evaluation 
session on the 24th of January, attended by a facilitating practitioner team including Serge 
Loode and Erica Rose, Angus Macleod, Cymbeline Bruher, along with Madeleine and I.  
Serge Loode: So tomorrow we can say (to the group of participants): "The last four 
days were about building relationships among you, among each other, exploring 
each other's lives. The next step is now helping others who were not here to do a 
similar thing, to build a better relationship because you have said what a great 
experience it was. So can you now actually, from that experience, help others to do 
that a similar thing?” 
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That's how I would say it. That’s the theme, and in a way that's the theme of the 
whole project…tomorrow is the linking point to hopefully be able to reflect and 
understand better how this actually worked. So what was in Cymbeline’s magic? 
What happened? So that it's a bit clearer in the conscious mind. When did it 
happen—the emotional shifts? What did we actually do or what did I actually say, or 
not say, that helped me suddenly to build a better connection … 
 
Madeleine Belfrage: ..with these people who were so different to me… 
 
Serge Loode: And then to use that and say, "well if you had to do that again, what 
would you do?  How would you help someone else who hasn't been there”? 
Because these things aren't easily put into words it's very hard to put a relationship 
into words 
 
Nina Woodrow: ..and an experience like that, because it's not something you can 
explain, like we couldn't even explain it in words. It is something you had to go 
through. So that was the problem with identifying the mission (for the whole 
project). The mission is the "side effect" like you said 
 
Madeleine Belfrage: It was creating an experience (BNW Evaluation and Planning 
session, 23rd January 2014) 
 
This conversation indicates that as practitioners, we were learning about facilitating and 
staging this process. We were learning about how to create a contact zone that supported 
explorations of intercultural communication in an aesthetic form, as well as constructing a 
context for enacting a rehearsal for public dialogue. We were realising that our project 
hinged on creating relational spaces at various scales—safe spaces for young people from 
vastly different background to communicate and form relationships. While theatre projects 
of this nature often lead to a staged, public production, our performative outcome was the 
film and the youth forum. So in this sense the purpose of the theatre work, and of the 
community cafe, and our questioning of the projects "mission" was timely. We were 
realising that it was the "side effects"—the production of a relational space—that mattered. 
Cycle Two:   
During the next phase, which took place over the ensuing three months, Madeleine and I 
worked with the participants to construct a script for the first half of the film using a process 
that drew on collective narrative practice, a method we had honed during the Our True 
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Colours Project. Small groups of “Brave New Welcomers” worked episodically, in 
collaboration with Angus Macleod to make editorial decisions leading to the production of 
the first part of a short film documenting their experience.  
 
In this phase we were working on finding technical and creative solutions to ethical and 
political problems. From the second day of the creative development week for example, we 
had been struggling with a particular manifestation of the dilemmas often evoked by 
mediating the creative work of vulnerable people.  Our efforts to balance pedagogical, 
political and creative goals, with an ethical imperative to "do no harm" at an individual level 
came sharply into focus.  
 
A problem that catalysed ongoing reflection and consternation amongst the facilitating 
team, centred on the "invisible" status of asylum seekers in Australia. The group of twenty 
“Brave New Welcomers” included five young men currently living in community detention 
(see section 2.2 for a description and contextualisation of this program). Because of their 
asylum seeking status, these young men could not be shown in a film in a way that would 
make them identifiable. To do so, we were advised, may make people in this situation open 
to the claim that they had deliberately escalated their risk of political persecution, which 
may negatively impact of their application for asylum.  
 
Such enforced erasure was deeply troubling for us in multiple ways, but in a practical sense 
it created problems—firstly at the micro level of group dynamics and secondly it 
complicated the process of making a film. As a way to resolve the issue we had come to the 
decision that the film we made would show no faces at all, but this meant we were in an 
uncomfortable position explaining this decision to the Australian born young people in the 
group who were unaware of what community detention actually involved, and unaware 
that some of their peers in this project had an unresolved citizenship status. The excerpt 
below from a film planning session in early February 2014, attended by Angus Macleod, 
Erica Rose Jeffrey, along with Madeleine and I, provided below, illustrates these tensions, 
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Nina: …so the unknown (for us) is whether [the five asylum seekers chose not to 
disclose their status to the rest of the group] because they are shy and because their 
English isn't that great, or whether it's because it is a real issue for them 
 
Erica Rose: And the rationale about not telling [the rest of the group]? —we're not 
talking about it at this point [because….]? 
 
Madeliene: Because you can't talk about it without “outing them". Like they've 
chosen not to tell the group that that's the situation they are in, for whatever 
reason they decided that, and us trying to have any kind of constructive 
conversation around that involves the first step of saying ‘hey guys look at these five 
guys, they are not in the same situation as you’—you're taking that control off them  
 
Nina: It is a situation where what we don't want to do is repeat that pattern of 
disempowering people and taking away their voice and being part of the system 
that dehumanises people, and you sort of have to walk a fine line… 
 
Madeleine: The main concern at this point in time is respecting their wish to have 
not told people that they currently don't have a visa  
 
Angus: Yep 
 
Madeleine: And I mean we might be tiptoeing around the situation and this isn't the 
reason at all that they haven't said anything. Maybe they just don't want to talk 
about it because it's like…because it’s ‘I don't want to think about it’, like an 
avoidance thing, but I don't know  
 
Nina: But it's like setting yourself up to be different isn't it?  Saying ‘I'm not like you, 
I'm not here as a citizen like you all are’  
 
Madeleine: ‘I don't have the same rights’  
 
Nina: ‘I don't have the same rights’ yeah … 
 
Madeleine: But on another level I would really like these other young people to 
know what it is really like…have a massive dose of reality, so that the actual weight 
of all of these stupid decisions that the government makes actually means 
something when you see it personally and tangibly  
 
Erica Rose: I think it's an interesting opportunity because it is actually an 
opportunity to take it that much deeper with the group  
Nina: That’s exactly what I was saying on day two, and it was like… I thought it's one 
of those situations where you get this opportunity—all this pedagogical stuff rises up 
in me about how we can do some consciousness raising here—but then it's at the 
expense of… 
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Erica Rose: Yeah they have to be ready and they don't have any models for that. Like 
maybe they don't even know like, for them it's just about being different in a 
negative way. They may not have any ideas about the positives that could come 
from sharing, given what the context is so… 
 
Madeleine: True  
 
Nina: Yes the outcome for them, of feeling some solidarity with the group might 
actually be really helpful for them and they may not know that. (BNW Planning 
Session, 6th Feb, 2014) 
This conversation demonstrates the layered nature of the ethical challenge the facilitating 
team were presented with at this particular point in the project. The demands jostling for 
ascendency at this critical moment include the imperative to "do no harm" at an individual 
level, and the temptation to engage in critical pedagogy and take advantage of an 
opportunity to involve the group as a whole in a Freirean consciousness raising encounter 
within our community of project participants. Part of this mix of priorities also was a 
concern for producing a coherent outcome (the short film) which could impact on audiences 
via aesthetics and affect.  
 
The source of tension in this ethical quandary was that we were trying to balance the 
relative priority that we should place on elements of our work located at different scales of 
our practice as facilitators (micro, meso and macro). This critical moment led to insights 
about the multidimensional nature of our practice in this context. We also became 
conscious that the task of “scaling up” the creative outcomes of our storytelling work had 
produced tensions that required an ongoing, conscious and finely tuned ethical evaluation 
of priorities. Further implications of this perspective are explored in more depth in Chapter 
Six.  
 
Other community theatre practitioners have struggled with similar kinds of ethical tensions. 
Theatre practitioner Dani Synder-Young (2011) for example, writes about her experience of 
conducting a residency with an intercultural group of young people in an urban “college 
preparatory” school in a small city in the northeast of the United States. These young people 
engaged in a “Theatre of the Oppressed” (Boal, 1979) process in which the group created, 
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“images and plays (which) posed a problem to an audience; (depicting) an act of oppression. 
Audience members were invited to intervene in the scene— to step into the protagonist’s 
shoes—and attempt new strategies for battling the oppression” (p.30). Synder-Young 
explores some tensions that emerged using these kinds of participatory methods. Brazilian 
theatre director and theorist Augusto Boal conceived of forum theatre as a “rehearsal for 
revolution” (1979, p.122). The conclusion Synder-Young makes here is that while such 
methods can support creative risk-taking, they can also be counterproductive; they can 
create a space, “in which repetition of forms sets them in place, locking them in actor’s 
bodies” (p.42). These experiences and reflections led to the articulation of tensions which 
Snyder-Young explains pulled her between her own desire to challenge, 
embedded assumptions I found problematic and my fears that by doing so, I would 
be colonising the workshop with my own privileged agenda. (…) (W)hile Theatre of 
the Oppressed is usually utilised in support of politically progressive agendas, the 
work participants initiate and the choices they make do not automatically orient 
towards social justice (p.29). 
 
Synder-Young points to a set of theoretical and practical questions that such articulations 
evoke, such as “what does it mean to ‘rehearse for revolution’ in globalised, late capitalist, 
democratic societies in which group identities are complex and oppression is slippery?” and, 
“where are the points of balance between honouring participants’ voices and critiquing 
embedded assumptions? How do facilitators learn to negotiate their own authority and 
privileges?” (p.42-43). In the BNW project, such questions resonated clearly for us in our 
efforts to understand our role and to balance creative, ethical, and politically progressive 
goals. 
Our decision, led by intuition at this point, was to prioritise protecting the interests of the 
most vulnerable of our project participants, and to err on the side of caution in this respect. 
In retrospect our judgement in this scenario was a sound ethical one, but we were also able 
to approach this dilemma as a creative challenge as well as an ethical one. During the BNW 
Panel presentation at the International Teaching Artists conference in July 2014, the film 
maker working on this project, Angus Macleod, gave an account of the technical/visual 
solutions for the film he had devised in response to the decision not to show any faces. 
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Angus's account here illustrates how we arrived at artistic solutions to these competing 
priorities. 
Angus: Yeah so with that, from my point of view when I came on board on the 
project, it was just about filming interviews and then documenting the process of 
the theatre, and then as a group we came up with this decision not to show 
anyone's face. So from my point of view it was a bit of a challenge trying to work out 
how we could do that. Working on that basis, but in a creative way ….and also the 
idea of the kinetic typography. So it's a bit more dynamic than just saying having 
text on screen. And the blurring of the faces was actually done in photoshop, so I 
took the video and took that into photoshop and blurred faces in photoshop. And 
then I took it back into premiere which is an editing software and then cut it 
together. So there was quite a few processes—the images that the participants had 
drawn, some animation there, some kinetic typography as well. It was an interesting 
process and there was obviously no script. This developed through the project. We 
had two or three sessions with the young people and had their input on the film and 
how it was going to look…(BNW Panel presentation, 1st July, 2014) 
 
Angus’s explanation of the creative, visual challenges from his point of view as the film 
maker illustrate how making a film, and engaging in participatory media processes, added 
an extra layer of artistic and ethical deliberation. Here also was a further opportunity for 
“member checking”, and it was via the process of making a video about the groups 
experiences that the range of positions and perspectives among the community of young 
people were ultimately aired and an (imperfect but consensual) aesthetic resolution arrived 
at.  
 
During this phase fortnightly meetings were coordinated by Erica Rose—both to edit the 
film and to plan a larger public youth forum (using the community cafe method) and 
communal art-making event for young people, where the film would be screened. A 
submission to an "Amnesty International Innovation Fund" for a small grant to support the 
community cafe event/youth forum event was successful. This meant that we had funds to 
produce some publicity material including a brochure (see Appendix C) which was designed 
in consultation with the “Brave New Welcomers”. The project team met frequently, and 
Artillery, a volunteer led youth arts organisation sponsored by Amnesty, were engaged to 
facilitate a public participatory art process in conjunction with the forum.  
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Cycle Three:  
The Brave New Welcome Youth Forum was held on the 2nd of May 2014, hosting more than 
eighty young people. The event was overseen by the practitioners from the Peace and 
Conflict Studies Institute Australia, with the support of volunteers, using their adaption of 
the World Cafe methodology. The original twenty young people (the “Brave New 
Welcomers”) drawing on their experience of participating in a mini community café event 
during the creative development week in January 2014, played a leading role in managing 
and hosting the event.  Later, in the BNW evaluation session in June 2014, Madeleine 
commented that,  
I think that [the forum] was very validating for the young people particularly the 
ones that had continued coming to planning, and seeing [a participant] practice his 
introducing of the question, taking on some really beefy responsibility. I think they 
found that really valuable…I think it was a good way to introduce more people to 
Brave New Welcome. I think we were fairly successful in creating a similar kind of 
atmosphere to what there was in the first workshops. It wasn't as if people are 
coming in totally cold. We managed to create another container that was really 
welcoming, and felt different so that that people went, “ooh I like this, I haven't 
experienced something like this before. (BNW Evaluation Session, 18th June, 2014) 
The forum, as these reflective evaluations also infer, materialised our intension to extend 
the gesture of welcome to a wider community. It served as a focal point; it was a pivotal and 
performative articulation of three cycles of planning, action and reflection. In this sense the 
forum was a culmination of the synergies between the PAR and performed ethnographic 
methods.  
The Brave New Welcome Film, in an intentionally draft and incomplete form, was screened 
for this audience of local young people.  Appendix B shows the BNW film script in two parts. 
The script was written by Madeleine and I in collaboration with two groups of young 
people—firstly the young people who participated in the initial creative development week 
in January 2014, the original Brave New Welcomers, and secondly with the bigger group of 
young people who attended the youth forum in May 2014—using the “re-authoring” 
process drawn from collective narrative practice techniques. The original group produced 
the first part of the script (part A) and worked with Angus MacLeod to create an 
intentionally unfinished short film. The script was completed (with the addition of part B), 
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after the forum, with the input of the larger group, and the short film was finalised in time 
for the Refugee Film Festival in June 2014 (this final version is viewable at 
https://vimeo.com/98102090) .   
Screening the incomplete BNW film at the youth forum was a way of showing our work in 
progress. Sharing the process of cultural construction in this way works as a mode of 
research dissemination in the tradition of ethnodrama. Goldstein (2008b) explains the 
technique of performed ethnography as a process whereby ethnographic data is 
transformed into a script which is, “either read aloud by a group of participants or 
performed before audiences” (p.85). The BNW forum itself became a formalised “post 
performance conversation” which meant that research participants and audience members 
were able to have input into the conclusions of the research. According to Goldstein this can 
foster more ethical relationships between researchers, research participants, and the 
communities to which the research participants belong (p.85).  
Cycle Four:  
At the forum a social media campaign called PostWelcome was launched. This campaign 
encouraged wider public participation in the BNW project by asking forum participants and 
viewers of the film to create a sign in which they complete the sentence, “I welcome 
refugee because …”, take a “selfie” of themselves holding the sign, and post it to the BNW 
Facebook page, a space established independently by the core group of young people 
(instructions on how to do this were printed on postcards which could also be distributed at 
subsequent BNW screening events). 
 
 A sample of these “selfies” are illustrated in Figure Eight at the end of this chapter section. 
The first (public) screening of the BNW film was at the Refugee Film Festival, hosted by the 
Romero Centre and held at the State Library of Queensland.  
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Conclusion 
In this chapter I narrated the development of the two parallel storytelling projects, Our True 
Colours (OTC) and Brave New Welcome (BNW) with a focus on the experiences of the 
facilitating team and our reflections “in action”. These accounts included a montage of data 
collected during the field work such as extracts from the transcripts of planning meetings, 
evaluation sessions, practitioner interviews, and reflections recorded in my research journal, 
plus extracts from the film scripts, along with graphic recordings and photographs.  
 
Each of the storytelling projects involved a series of linked stages with cumulative effect and 
this account drew attention to what members of the project team struggled with and learnt 
in the process of orchestrating these elements; what we learnt about applying the process 
knowledge and the arts practices we are familiar with, in this context, with these 
participants and what we learnt about facilitating embodied, aesthetic experiences of 
intercultural contact.  As a group our activities shifted between several communicative 
spaces on a continuum from personal interaction, to community development, through to 
public performance. The chapter illustrated how, for storytelling facilitators, this mobility 
between communicative spaces was significant. It required a self-conscious, flexible practice 
framework that foregrounded relationships, power and positionality, and extended across 
personal, community and public domains.  
 
Overall, in this chapter I mapped out how the projects evolved as a series of creative 
innovations and ethical evolutions hinging on the collective project of “becoming public” 
(Biesta, 2012).  I described the progression of our efforts to translate intercultural co-
creativity into performance and activism, a practice that I describe as “co-performative 
refugee storytelling”.  
  
 Page | 123  
 
 
Figure Five: BNW Creative Development Week at "The Edge", January 2014 (photographs 
taken and arranged by Nina Woodrow) 
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Figure Six: Graphic Recordings made by BNW project participants (photographs taken and 
arranged by Nina Woodrow) 
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Figure Seven: BNW Forum held in May 2014 (photographs taken and arranged by Nina 
Woodrow, with the exception of the bottom image which is a still from the BNW video)
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Figure Eight: BNW "selfie" campaign (photographs taken by anonymous BNW supporters 
and uploaded to the BNW facebook page, and arranged by Nina Woodrow) 
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Chapter 6:  The Spatiality of Co-creative Work in the Contact 
Zone 
Introduction 
Participatory Action Research (PAR) is an iterative and reflective methodology that supports 
the researcher in finding forms with which to document reflections both “in action”, and “on 
action”. In the previous chapter the development of the two co-creative media projects, Our 
True Colours (OTC) and Brave New Welcome (BNW), were recounted in a chronological 
format with an emphasis on the observations and insights that occurred “in action”. PAR 
provided a structure for a linear or spiral process of planning, action and reflection, and in 
this way it was a research methodology that supported a temporal orientation to project 
development.  
 
In this chapter I move from an “observing participant” (Tedlock, 2007) position, immersed 
within the social spaces and arts practices, to explore the disruptive potential of refugee 
stories from a more abstracted perspective. In this way I shift to reflecting “on action”. My 
aim is to clarify what this program of action research and performed ethnography can 
contribute, in both a theoretical and practical sense, to our understanding of how to work 
with cultural tools to provoke more ethical and thoughtful responses to those who are 
forced to leave their homes and seek refuge in Australia. In taking a “reflection on action” 
viewpoint, I note patterns and questions that emerge from the processes of participation, 
co-performance, and reflection, as described in the previous chapter. I develop theoretical 
and philosophical readings of the critical incidents that focused the attention of 
practitioners. I consider how these explanations interact with the themes emerging from the 
aesthetic and performative elements of the research.  
In this chapter I explore an overarching observation that these patterns and questions were 
frequently spatial in nature. While working with refugee stories and enfolding the three 
elements of artistry, activism and analysis (Conquergood, 2002) within each of these action 
research phases, I began to see that we were creating a contact zone —a communicative 
space activated for the performance of refugee stories—that could be conceptualised as 
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having a stratified or dimensional structure.  Put simply, rather than locating our work within 
a set of existing nested scales (micro:embodied/ hyperlocal, meso: community/ 
neighbourhood, and macro: national/ global), we were producing these scales, through our 
co-creative, socially engaged work. Spatial theories, then, selectively employed as an 
analytical tool, provided the means to reconfigure the contact zone, and this suggested a 
framing that may be useful for practitioners and scholars in disciplines such as education and 
cultural studies. 
 
6.1 The Relational Work of Producing Scale  
Cultural geographer, Eveliina Lyytinen (2015) has proposed that spatial theories can enrich 
our understanding of the production of "protection space" for refugees  in urban contexts. 
She explains that the field of refugee studies has taken up the concept of space in ways that 
illuminate readings of the discourses of protection and insecurity.  Lyytinen argues further 
that these notions are ontologically central to the state of refugeehood. Within the field of 
refugee studies, Lyytinen observes two ongoing debates that engage with this “spatial turn”,  
First, there is an extensive scholarly debate on the nature of refugeehood in relation 
to territorially defined notions of nation state and identity, and space is often 
referred to in this debate. Second, there is growing body of literature on the 
spatiality of humanitarian intervention, or refugee protection in particular, often 
interrogating the notion of “humanitarian space”. (…) (T)he latter debate treats 
“space” mostly as a metaphor and thus remains under-theorized (2015, p.49). 
 
Lyytinen's research drawing on fieldwork in 2010 and 2011 with Congolese refugees 
resettled in Kampala, the capital city of Uganda, highlights how refugees conceptualise 
"protection space" largely in terms of the local, community-based protection arrangements.  
She claims that, "space, and its relation with people, should not be considered solely as a 
territorial or physical entity; it is also deeply metaphysical and imagined. Space is, moreover, 
created from the multiplicity of social relations" (p.49). To explore an understanding of these 
concepts from the perspective of the refugees in her study, Lyytinen uses geographical 
scales: "the micro-scale (i.e. home and shelter), the meso-scale (i.e. neighbourhoods and 
relations with Ugandan neighbours), and the macro-scale (i.e. the entire city and its location 
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within the region)” (p.54). Using this analytical scalar framework, she focuses on the 
physical, imagined, social, and relational readings of space, ultimately noting that, 
Space, like protection, is always political and characterized by struggles over power 
and representation. Therefore, it is essential to not only focus on those who are 
assumed to be powerful in producing spaces of protection (i.e. the protection 
institutions, including humanitarian agencies and authorities); the analysis should 
also address host communities’ and refugees’ agency and power in the creation and 
contestation of “protection spaces” (p.50).  
 
Lyytinen's focus on the agency of both newcomers and the host communities, and of the 
spatial dimensions of humanitarian interventionist practices, is a unique perspective that has 
resonance for the current research. The insights generated by practitioners in this study 
support a more layered understanding of storytelling work with refugees and asylum 
seekers; an understanding which can be seen to address this under-theorised exploration of 
metaphorical spatiality in humanitarian interventions that Lyytinen refers to, but in a 
different area of practice. In other words, the research produced findings which extend an 
understanding of how host communities and refugees may produce space relationally, 
imaginatively and socially via storytelling, arts/media practice and public performance. 
Importantly, speculating on both the spatiality of the co-creative work in the contact zone, 
and also on the spatial imaginaries activated through the narrative themselves, opens up a 
new vein of meaning and connections to explore, which have implications for practice. In 
this chapter I unravel these meanings and connections. 
 
Sifting through the learning emerging from "critical incidents" that occurred during the 
course of the fieldwork, I began to notice that the ethical and creative challenges that 
confronted us most dramatically tended to be clustered around the transition between 
these scalar dimensions as articulated by Lyytinen (the micro-scale, the meso-scale, and the 
macro-scale). Our work within the contact zone, at different points, was usually 
concentrated at one of these different levels of scale, although these framings were not 
always discrete, and progression from one element of scale to the next was not orderly or 
sequential. Nonetheless, as this model took shape I began to sense that as the mediators of 
refugee stories, (artists, educators, media makers, community developers, researchers and 
activists) we may travel alongside these stories and these storytellers with an awareness of 
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the slippage between the scales that manifests in our practice, a kind of telescopic zooming 
in and out. In cultivating such awareness we open up a potential to be more effective in each 
dimension, or at least be conscious of the evaluations we are making in prioritising the 
creative and ethical choices implicated at one scale rather than another.  
 
Kindon et al (2007) argue that finding a spatial perspective and paying attention to scale can 
offer a way through the maze of potential and paradoxes that can emerge in participatory 
action research projects. They remind us of the importance of space when trying to affect 
change beyond the local sites of participatory interventions, explaining that commonly 
prioritised in participatory approaches are, “the local community concerns, the immediate 
social and natural environments in which they are located, and ground up processes. With 
greater attention to space and scale however, the local is understood as intimately 
connected to the global, regional, national, household and personal” (p.3).  
 
Cultural Geographer Mike Kesby (2005) critically reviews the appropriation of the discourse 
and practices of “participation” across a range of disciplinary perspectives. This appraisal 
draws attention to the calls of dissenters amongst a plethora of largely idealistic claims that 
these approaches universally work to redistribute power relations. Such critical voices have 
pointed out that the term “participation” is being employed in the service of often “not very 
radical” political agendas, and that participatory methods can, 
impose, not overcome, power relations when “delivered” as a technocratic cargo; 
that practitioners have erroneously imagined local communities as discrete and 
socially homogeneous; that “local knowledge” has been romanticized, 
intracommunity divisions underemphasized, and the positive contribution of 
external agents under played; that local-scale action has been prioritized while links 
to wider processes and institutions have been neglected; and finally that 
participation is no panacea and has its own practical and theoretical tensions (p. 
2037-2038) 
 
Kesby, nonetheless, is optimistic about the potential of participatory praxis and the 
deployment of participatory “technologies” to engage with multi-dimensional “grids of 
power” if advocates, “recognise it as a situated, partial form of knowledge/power (p.2059-
2060) and conceptualise participatory practices as “embedded in material space” (p.2054).  
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Activist organisations with a global reach, such as Amnesty International and Witness, work 
tirelessly to translate local stories of human rights abuses into international calls to action 
and are thus vitally concerned with this project of “jumping scale” (Smith,1993, 1996). Like 
Kesby, however, Herod and Wright (2002) point out that for many scholars interested in the 
“scale question”, the agency of social actors in producing these spaces for action is under-
recognised. They point out that such talk of “scale jumping” can work to represent scales as 
objects that have a life of their own, arguing that, 
In such a representation, the notion that social actors have successfully jumped from 
one scale of organization to another as part of their spatial praxis or that they have 
negotiated their way between, say, the local and the global scale, or that they have 
successfully managed to operate at several spatial scales simultaneously, misses the 
point that scales do not exist except through the social practices by which they are, 
in fact, constituted (p.11). 
 
Paying attention to how space and scale were produced, then, as part of the social praxis of 
the research collectives in the OTC and BNW projects, highlights the spatial junctures where 
creative solutions and ethical quandaries were concentrated. It highlights the socio-spatial 
agency of actors and ultimately the place-making potential of “co-performative refugee 
storytelling”.  
 6.2 Multi-scalar Storytelling Praxis 
There were, in fact, many occasions during the process of generating and performing these 
refugee narratives when we consciously attempted to orchestrate a slippage between scale. 
In this sense, “co-performative refugee storytelling” is cast here as a multi-scalar storytelling 
praxis concerned with treating the contact zone as a communicative space where the 
transformative capacity of stories can be nurtured from the ground up. Although this focus 
follows the general contours of much activist, feminist and community development 
practice, in this analysis the intention is to theorise the practice of consciously producing 
spaces for refugee storytelling in order to co-perform a politics of change. 
 
This idea that the creation of spaces and relationships to support the telling of stories is a 
practice which, in itself, has agency, above and beyond, or in addition to, the actual 
narratives, is a critical one in this analysis. Feminist geographers Gibson-Graham’s (2006, 
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2008) sustained interest in the practice of storytelling is a rare orientation in the literature. 
Gibson-Graham moves beyond a concern with the content of particular stories to “the 
capacity of stories to be practiced in places and to generate (intersubjective) change” (as 
described by Cameron, 2012, p.581). Emilie Cameron (2012) explains that this orientation to 
storytelling as social change praxis is informed by a "performative ontological politics”.  Here 
the intention is “to develop a clearer practical and theoretical vocabulary for how stories 
transform and (re)create the world” (p.580). This vocabulary is important, according to 
Cameron, as it makes a concreted contribution “to what can otherwise be rather vague 
appeals to the importance of ‘telling stories’, as part of a politics of change” (p.581).  
 
The mechanism by which storytelling can become effective social change praxis was a 
central concern for the practitioners in the current study. The insights that members of the  
research collectives reached in these projects was that for this form of “co-performative 
refugee storytelling” to be effective, the process needs to begin with intercultural 
communication. Like the research collectives in our study, Kye Askins and Rachel Pain (2011) 
found the construct of a "contact zone” a useful one in their recent arts based research 
project in the UK which engaged with young people from diverse cultural backgrounds. They 
also concluded, however, that it is critical to view contact zones as “method as well as 
theory”. Askin and Pain’s study foregrounded intercultural contact between young people of 
African and British heritage in northeast England, at the micro scale in particular, highlighting 
the materiality of the encounters. They observed the way that new social relations were 
forged via the physical and embodied experiences of participatory art-making art and using 
art materials, 
Contact with and through objects (…) mediated points of connection and similarity, 
opening up the potential for new social relations to be enacted. As such, contact 
with and through objects was repeated in that setting, and new social practices 
became more usual and, we were told, began to be translated to other places 
outside the project. (…) It was not the objects themselves that were found 
elsewhere but the potential of connection through tactile engagement that 
materials opened up (p.817). 
 
Such observations suggested to them that “alongside enabling spaces for intercultural 
encounter, attention must be paid to the materialities of such encounters—or more 
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specifically, the epistemological deployment of materials within arenas of social interaction” 
(Askins & Pain, 2011, p.804, emphasis in original). Ultimately the observation here is that 
“paying close attention to these ‘geographies of matter' can help us think through issues 
surrounding the translation of positive encounters across wider social and spatial contexts” 
(p.804). The "geographies of matter" in the Our True Colours and Brave New Welcome 
projects were a vital element of establishing productive relationships and nurturing creative 
outcomes. The graphic recordings captured at the BNW forum (see Figures six, seven and 
eight for samples of these) indicate the expressive value of this kind of embodied contact 
had for the project participants; how the “epistemological deployment of materials within 
arenas of social interaction” (Askins & Pain, 2011, p.804) created forms and spaces where 
intercultural communication could occur. 
 
The arts-based methods, the technologies and materials employed in the OTC and BNW 
projects were critically important tools for generating new and shared vocabularies. Such 
“geographies of matter” operating at an embodied, micro scale, helped to establish and 
define relationships in contexts where sensitivities to language and power were critical. 
Cultural Geographer Divya P.Tolia-Kelly (2007) explains that participatory art can give 
tangible form to voices and perspectives, adding scope for, “new grammars (constellations 
of words and meanings not usually encountered or expected by the researcher given their 
different social positioning, views or backgrounds) and vocabularies that are sometimes 
inexpressible in other contexts” (p.132). Likewise, participatory media offers a set of 
grammatical tools which expand the possibilities for expression. In privileging the agency 
and perspectives of the storytellers, participatory media practices typically position the 
facilitator as one who is sharing, rather than controlling the “looking” (Kindon, 2003, p.149). 
 
The OTC and BNW projects were grounded in specific aesthetic milieux for the generation 
and articulation of life stories, using a range of arts based methods and materials—playback 
theatre, tactile, visual and media arts, adapted oral history methods and participatory video 
methodologies. In this instance it was this materiality that made intercultural storytelling 
possible.  We all experienced this space in an intimate, embodied way, which supported 
disclosure, experimentation and personal creativity. In this way the micro scale—an 
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embodied/hyperlocal dimension of the contact zone—was established early in both 
projects, supporting personal interaction between participants, collaborators, facilitators 
and researcher via the materiality and tactility of arts-based practices.  
 
Importantly, the design of the projects as they progressed through the action research 
cycles, provided an intentional bridge between these micro scale activities, to encounters at 
a wider, community based (meso) scale. The OTC collage exhibition at the International 
Women Day event, and the participatory, collective mural making that took place during the 
Brave New Welcome Youth Forum, for example, were events that allowed this materiality to 
extend into the meso scale (see Figures four and seven for illustrations of these 
participatory art making events).  
 
These encounters can be seen as “epistemological deployments of materials within arenas 
of social interaction” (Askins & Pain, 2011, p.804), first at the micro and then at the meso 
scale, since they first facilitated embodied encounters and interactions within an 
intercultural group, a process which then articulated into aesthetic interactions with public 
audiences in a more open social setting. In the following sections some threads of practice 
are traced to show how the storytelling collectives in two projects orchestrated micro, meso 
and macro scale relational practices, and how storytelling practices were woven between 
these spatial dimensions as part of a project of “scaling up” to enact a politics of change. 
Scaling up intercultural communication in the Brave New Welcome project  
In the current study the conceptualisation of the contact zone as having dimensions of scale, 
relationally produced, is a rubric that can complicate the act of mediated communication 
and support the development of the kind of enriched vocabulary that scholars of socially 
engaged arts practice have called for (Askins & Pain, 2011; Gibson-Graham, 2008; Kindon, 
2003; Tolia-Kelly, 2007). A thread of practice beginning with the bowing ritual that launched 
the creative development week with the BNW project participants is a good example of how 
this kind of embodied contact, as a means of producing space relationally, and as a 
foundation for genuine dialogue, was scaled up. This intercultural encounter was ritualised 
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via the creation of a safe performative space, and through a collectively performed theatrical 
gesture. This formalised greeting performed by the participants on the first day of the 
creative development week brought aesthetics, embodiment, emotions, and the politics of 
difference into contact. Appendix D provides an extract from my research journal which 
describes this ritual and illustrates how an embodied gesture became the foundation for 
empathy and conviviality among a group of strangers with very different life experiences and 
social positions. 
 
As many scholars of cross cultural contact have argued, for intercultural communication to 
work this process is critical; the work of the practitioner in this setting needs to be focused 
on generating a new, negotiated “third space”. According to Homi Bhabha (1994), the 
productive capacities possible in this “third space”,  
have a colonial or postcolonial provenance. For a willingness to descend into that 
alien territory (…) may reveal that the theoretical recognition of the split space of 
enunciation may open the way to conceptualizing an international culture based not 
on the exoticism of multiculturalism or the diversity of cultures, but on the 
inscription and articulation of culture’s hybridity. To that end we should remember 
that it is the ‘inter’ – the cutting edge of translation and negotiation, the in between 
space – that carries the burden of the meaning of culture. It makes it possible to 
begin envisaging national, anti-nationalist histories of the ‘people’. And by exploring 
this Third Space, we may elude the politic of polarity and emerge as the others of 
ourselves (p.56). 
 
Our work at the micro scale in these projects suggests that emerging as the “other of 
ourselves” is a process that does not happen accidentally. It is the result of an intentional, 
carefully crafted, embodied intervention. This act of mediation or cultural translation 
(Papastergiadis, 2011) momentarily brings the embodied subject, the communal container 
and the larger political and social framework into focus, with quite striking effect.  For Judith 
Butler (2009), interpretative frames are socially and politically constituted formations which 
cast a subject as more or less recognisably human; they are operations of power, which set 
the conditions for reactions to encounters, texts or images (2009, p.11).  According to Butler 
(2009, p.180), 
The claim upon me takes place, when it takes place, through the senses, which are 
crafted in part through various forms of media: the social organization of sound and 
voice, of image and text, of tactility and smell. If the claim of the other upon me is to 
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reach me, it must be mediated in some way, which means that our very capacity to 
respond with non-violence (to act against a certain violent act, or to defer to the 
"non-act" in the face of violent provocation) depends upon the frames by which the 
world is given and by which the domain of appearance is circumscribed. The claim to 
non-violence does not merely interpellate me as an individual person who must 
decide one way or another. If the claim is registered, it reveals me less as an "ego" 
than as a being bound up with others in inextricable and irreversible ways, existing 
in a generalized condition of precariousness and interdependency, affectively driven 
and crafted by those whose effects on me I never chose.  
 
Rob Cover (2013) employs Butler’s notion of "interpretive frames" in questioning what 
prevents Australian voters from responding ethically to "the other, the stranger, the 
refugee". He makes a case for the role of reconstituting subjectivity through an experience 
of shared bodily precariousness. In his study this process is tracked through the performative 
spectacle of attitudinal change which occurred during the reality style Go Back To Where You 
Came From documentary screened by SBS Australia in June 2011 (and again in August, 
2015). In this film, Australian citizens, many of whom held antagonistic views of refugees 
and asylum seekers, were taken on a journey tracing the passage that refugees have taken to 
Australia, in reverse, including spending time in a refugee camp.  Ultimately, for at least one 
of the participants, this experience rendered “the other” as recognisable and thus deserving 
of an ethical and hospitable response. Cover’s observations are relevant for this study, and in 
this sense the creative engagement that took place in this corporeal way in the BNW project 
could be viewed as an exercise in reframing, since, 
(f)or the refugee to be recognizable as human and therefore worthy of welcome 
through justice, the refugee as subject needs to be framed as recognizable to those 
positioned to offer the welcome or hospitality. Frames condition the encounter with 
otherness and are thus the prior resources available for particular attitudes 
(whether ethical and welcoming or exclusionary and racist) to be intelligible to the 
self and to others (Cover, 2013, p.415). 
 
At an obvious surface level, for the newcomers and hosts to be recognisable to each other, 
they need, in the first instance, to “see” each other and to share a language. In the BNW 
project conditions to support this process of “seeing” each other were consciously staged. 
During an evaluation meeting at the end of January 2014, attended by the theatre director, 
Cymbeline Bruher, who worked with the “Brave New Welcomers”, along with Madeleine 
and I, we discussed the implications of what was achieved through the materiality of 
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theatre—the social praxis of producing space at the micro scale. In this moment, captured in 
the dialogue below, we identified creative breakthroughs, recognising how participants were 
supported to share stories in spite of language barriers through the use of blindfolds, music 
and visual art. The use of blindfolds supported the process of reconstituting subjectivity 
through an experience of shared bodily precariousness that Butler refers to.  
 
Nina: (the language barrier) didn't affect how much they engaged or how much they 
got out of it? 
 
Cymbeline: Yeah, I think it did affect them much more earlier in the week. I would 
say the big shift was yesterday when everybody got to tell a story, and they did it 
with the blindfold and everybody told (a story), two of them told the story with 
translation. And I would say that there was a definite shift there. (…) I mean today 
the stuff with the sounds felt like such a big breakthrough.  
 
Madeleine: You don't need English for it 
 
Cymbeline: The ones that really, really worked was: you say a feeling that you had 
recently. That was the other thing—that was the first time I asked for a feeling—I 
didn't want to dive in because that's kind of diving in deep, and I didn't want to do 
that—so today I knew that that was a breakthrough asking for feeling that you've 
had today or just recently, and that was actually the best entry into stories. That 
was the easiest entry point into stories surprisingly. And then I had two people play 
that feeling out with sounds 
 
Madeleine: We had a whole bunch of like children's musical instruments in the 
middle of the circle - xylophones, maracas and that kind of thing—so if I was telling 
the feeling and a story associated with it, then these two across the circle would 
then play the feeling in sound. Yeah it was really nice because a lot of them had two 
feelings. They were feeling this and then something changed and they felt this. So it 
was a really nice then for people to kind of interpret that in music, with the sound 
shifting 
 
Nina: So you started off with one feeling and then there was a shift.(BNW Evaluation 
Session, 23rd January 2014) 
 
We noted that the use of musical instruments had allowed participants to express emotions, 
and to capture the flow and transitions from one feeling to another, a momentum which 
served as an entry point into stories. The use of visual art and metaphors (such as an activity 
where participants draw a tree to represent the self) allowed participants to encapsulate 
and express complex and difficult emotions such as loneliness, fear, frustration and 
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confusion. Further it allowed them to establish an aesthetic code for sharing stories and was 
ultimately a powerful aesthetic tool for framing an intercultural encounter. In the following 
exchange the development of this aesthetic language is discussed, 
 
Cymbeline: Some of the deeper things… the others wouldn't say, but (these deeper 
things) came out in the pictures really strongly for the guys 
 
Madeleine: Yeah, “I don't have any leaves”. They had to draw a picture of a tree and 
then we came back into the centre and you would hold up your tree and you would 
say three statements about the tree but using first person so “I don't have any 
leaves” that was one of the things that one of the guys said “I am alone”…the tree 
was so powerful because then Cymbeline invited the group to just say statements 
about the tree…but to say “you are…”—“you have really strong roots”, “you are 
growing in very fertile soil”  or “you are strong even though you're alone”. That was 
really beautiful 
 
Nina: The tree is lovely because you, there is something about permission that, 
trees are very evocative symbols, but it gives you a way to say things that you may 
not have found a way to say otherwise. (BNW Evaluation Session, 23rd January 2014 
 
One of the visual metaphors that emerged from this embodied arts-based process that had 
particular resonance was the “shy box” (see Figure Six for a graphic recording capturing this 
metaphor). Tracing the path of this imagery through the stages of the BNW project 
development, from the micro to the meso scale, illustrates the social practice of producing 
scalar space through creative activity.  
 
The Brave New Welcome video script demonstrates that an overt strategy of “scaling up” 
was part of the collective intention. The image of the “shy box” features powerfully in this 
story. In the BNW script extract below the original community of twenty young people (who 
came to be identified as the “Brave New Welcomers”) tell how they came to realise that 
their experience was important, and that the experiences they shared (at the micro level) 
had raised questions that need to be aired with a wider group (at the meso level), 
  
We talked about meeting new people and friendship and connection, especially 
since we are so diverse and from different walks of life. We did activities that were 
creative, like theatre and making music.  
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We shared stories in playful and creative ways. Big stories and little stories. We had 
real conversations about things that are important to us.  
 
We talked about dreams and courage and risks... And we had fun.  
 
But being together and sharing that experience also brought up more questions for 
us... Like: How can we create change if we can’t vote? What about Facebook – is 
that real communication? What about employment? Will there be jobs for us? What 
are other difficulties that stress young people out and how can we solve them?  
 
And we also realised that friendship is EVERYTHING to us. It’s like the family you 
choose. Your tribe. Your community.  
 
But how can we make friends with people we don’t know, especially when we feel 
shy? We came up with an image of ‘the shy box’ – it’s like sometimes we’re stuck in 
a shy box and we can’t be open and confident to meet people because we’re 
trapped inside the box.  
 
And if you are a newcomer to Australia, if you are still learning English the shy box 
can be even more isolating.  
 
We got to thinking about how can we get out of the shy box? How can we be more 
confident? How can we be braver?  
 
One of the ways we decided to be braver was to host a forum for other young 
people. That way we could create an environment where it was easy to talk and 
meet new and different people.  
 
We joined together with artists, musicians, filmmakers and dialogue facilitators to 
create a community café.  
 
This gave us the opportunity to ask questions, tell stories and come up with new 
ideas and solutions together.  
 
This video (uploaded to Vimeo and viewable at https://vimeo.com/98102090) was screened 
at the BNW youth forum which took place in May 2014, three months after the creative 
development week. As described in chapter five, the BNW Youth Forum brought eighty 
young people together to participate in a facilitated intercultural dialogue based on the 
“world cafe” method. The original twenty young people, the “Brave New Welcomers” 
played a role in planning and hosting this event.  
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In planning this event we decided that we wanted to try and capture something of the 
physical experience that the bowing ritual had provided the group with during the creative 
development week. We designed a whole group participatory activity featuring the “shy 
box”. The eighty forum participants performed a collective gesture of welcome, using the 
shy box as a symbol, that progressed via the following sequence:  
 
1. At small tables, each young person was provided with an A4 piece of papers and 
coloured pens and asked to draw a symbol—an emblem—that represented who 
they were and/or where they were from. 
 
2. Forum participants where then asked to leave their tables, taking their “emblems” 
with them, and arrange themselves in one long queue that snaked in a long arch 
around the big open space, in order of their arrival in Australia. This meant, for 
example, that the newest arrivals where at one end, and the Australian born 
participants (in order of their age) where positioned at the other end of the line. 
Performing this embodied timeline required that participants interact verbally and 
physically to get the order right.  
 
3. Once the line was formed we took a moment to think about what this arrangement 
of humans, a temporal continuum, could mean. We reflected that if the line were to 
continue in each direction, those who were waiting in detention centres, or in 
refugee camps in war torn countries, could be imaginatively positioned extending 
the line in one direction. At the other end, the first people, indigenous Australians, 
could be envisaged extending the line in the other direction, into the past.  
 
4. A small box was produced to represent the shy box, and an explanation was 
provided of its significance. 
 
5. With some solemnity, the shoe box was then passed down the line. Participants 
were instructed that they were to take their time and perform the following 
gestures: first they were to place their “emblem” in the shy box, and then pass the 
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box along the line making eye contact with the person they were handing the box to. 
They were to accompany the handing over gesture with the words “welcome to 
Australia”. In this way each person was welcomed personally, to the space and to 
the BNW forum, and symbolically to the country, by the person who came before 
them. 
 
6. Once the shy box had travelled all the way down the line, the "emblems" were then 
incorporated into the collective art mural. 
 
In this way, the collective of social actors driving the BNW project, “scaled up” the shy box, 
as a symbol of a proactive intercultural communication practice, and of a capacity to be 
welcoming, from the micro to the meso scale. The final phase of the BNW project, the “Post 
Welcome” initiative was an attempt to scale up the BNW voices, and this "ethics of 
hospitality" again, to a macro scale. This campaign encouraged wider public participation in 
the BNW project by asking forum participants and viewers of the film to create a sign in 
which they complete the sentence, “I welcome refugee because …”, take a “selfie” of 
themselves (without showing their face) holding the sign, and post it to the BNW Facebook 
page.  
 
“PostWelcome” was a conscious attempt to appropriate a formula that media studies 
scholars Ofra Koffman et al (2015) call “selfie humanitarianism”. This form of social media 
based activism is articulated and mobilised by adopting tools for self-marketing popularised 
by Facebook (i.e. taking a “selfie” posting it on your status). Koffman et al note the 
problematic nature of this style of activism (in relation to neoliberal and postfeminist 
articulations of “girl power”) given that this is an expression of solidarity, “in which helping 
others is intimately connected to entrepreneurial projects of the self, and is increasingly 
figured less in terms of redistribution or justice than in terms of a makeover of subjectivity 
for all concerned” (p.157).   
 
The BNW version of “selfie humanitarianism” was both less compromised and less 
successful as a political strategy. The campaign was less compromised because it subverted 
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the selfie as an “entrepreneurial project of the self” by asking people to post faceless selfies. 
In fact some of the selfies, such as the one in which the sign reports “I welcome refugees 
because…I am super cool!”, make tongue-in-cheek references to this self-promoting style of 
activism. The BNW PostWelcome campaign had a limited reach, however, and its failure to 
“go viral” could be seen as at least partly due to the absence of an opportunity within this 
initiative for participants to execute a public “makeover of subjectivity”. 
Scaling up narrative practice in the Our True Colours project 
From the outset of the Our True Colours (OTC) storytelling project, scaling up the stories 
these women wanted to share by “becoming public” (Biesta, 2012), was an important part 
of enacting our collective intention. As the OTC projected developed, however, the process 
of producing a relational space for these narratives to be performed was punctuated with 
ethical dilemmas and tensions, which meant we all gained a deeper understanding of the 
nature of the personal risk this creation of publicness posed to the storytellers.  
Nonetheless, it was this movement into the public sphere that we came to see as a 
meaningful and critical part of the project, and the only way to ethically follow through on 
the responsibilities we were charged with the storytelling facilitators, who had been gifted 
with the life stories these women shared. 
 
One of our objectives as project organisers in the Our True Colours project was to explore 
novel forms of collective storytelling that circumvented an insistence on personal testimony, 
and an “aesthetic of injury” (Salverson,1999). The process of script development for the OTC 
and BNW projects was informed by the emerging principles and methods associated with 
collective narrative practice (Denborough, 2008), and as such were vitally concerned with 
finding a voice for a community as well as for individuals. The OTC collective of storytellers 
in particular, decided that this strategy would allow the collective story to create meaning 
over and above individual narratives. We were also conscious of creating a narrative that 
allowed us to tell a story of strength and survival; one that documented the courage and 
resourcefulness that the women developed, alongside the hardship they experienced. To 
achieve this, as facilitators we drew on a technique called “double storied testimony”.  
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Social work scholar Jay M. Marlowe (2010) used this technique in conducting a study 
documenting the stories of lived experience via interviews with twenty-four Sudanese men 
resettled in Australia. The intention here was to document narratives that convey strengths 
since, “the concept of ‘refugeehood’ within resettlement contexts can become a master 
status that defines a person above and beyond any other form of identity” (p.183). This 
interview process drew on Denborough’s (2006) “double storied testimony”, an evolution of 
narrative therapist White’s (2004) “double listening”. The value of this approach is that is 
can help uncover a story that goes, “beyond the level of trauma, hurt and anguish a person 
has sustained as a refugee to what they actually want and aspire to in their lives” (p.192). 
Marlowe explained that the often courageous or creative ways that refugees can respond to 
trauma is knowledge that is often hidden and that, 
The skill of double listening or double-storied accounts can help go beyond the thin 
description of trauma’s effects and acknowledge other important considerations of 
a person’s life which include their responses to trauma. From a narrative 
perspective, a person is never completely passive in the face of trauma as they may 
find a number of ways to respond to such an adverse situation through trying to 
modify, endure or counteract its negative effects (p.192-193). 
 
In this fashion as facilitators we developed a process of “double listening” to construct a 
“double-storied testimony” in collaboration with these storytellers. International relations 
scholar Emily Pia (2013) writes about the peace building potential of these methodologies 
which work to, “combine individual and collective speech patterns, interactions and 
intentions” (p.10). The challenge for the practitioner in this scenario is to notice “when/if 
the people they are working with wish to speak and represent those who are affected by a 
particular issue” (p.10).  
 
From the outset, then, since within our project we were engaging with a collective narrative 
process, the micro and meso scales were already implicated.  This process led to the 
generation of stories that speak of the personal value for women and girls of being able to 
access to education—for these storytellers in particular—and simultaneously as audiences, 
we are offered the opportunity to appreciate this value at a broader community and even 
global scale. In the extract below from the OTC script the storytellers drawn attention to the 
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universal relevance of their personal experiences, and how their own access to education 
has allowed them to envisage social action beyond their own family and community,  
Shukria: I want to get an education because that’s how dreams come true. After uni 
I want to go back to Afghanistan and help others, especially little kids and women. 
My dad promised he would help me so I want to go back to Afghanistan for 6 
months. My family is very important to me. Every single person in Afghanistan is 
important to me, especially women because they face so many challenges. If I were 
in Afghanistan now, I would be in the same situation as them. I came here and now I 
have many opportunities. I have education. I can go back to Afghanistan and I can 
talk louder. I can fight for my rights and their rights. I don’t want the same situation 
that is happening to women now, to happen to the next generation. 
 
Shakila: When I was in Afghanistan I thought the best way to raise our voice was 
through radio because we didn’t have TV. I wanted to be a journalist. But now I am 
studying International Relations. I still want to help women. I want to work not only 
with Afghan women, but with all women. I am now trying to find a way how to get 
there. 
 
Pawana: I had that experience of war and violence that affects women. So, I want to 
work with women, I don’t care in which country. I will work wherever I can. It is a 
big problem. I don’t want this violence to repeat in the new generation. First I will 
improve myself and then I can help others. I need to study more to improve my 
speaking and my writing, these two things are very important for a lawyer. I want to 
be a lawyer, because I think laws can change a country. Being a lawyer was my 
childhood dream, because of the violence and war that we had in my country. 
 
The life narratives woven through the OTC video are imbued with unique and undeniable 
inscriptions of personal agency. They are narratives that trace critical, life changing decisions 
made at various points, actions taken to protect the physical security of self, and family 
members, conscious efforts to translate, recreate and preserve cultural and personal 
identity, efforts made to realise very personal educational and vocational aspirations. As 
Hyndman (2004) asserts "migrants are not simply patterned outcomes of macropolitical and 
economic processes but geographically and historically constituted subjects in their own 
right. They are neither full authors of their action nor mere dupes of external power 
relations" (p.174). It could be argued that this is the very essence of all personal narratives, 
and the kind of vital knowledge that is unearthed as a result of life story research. As 
historically, geographically, culturally and politically situated subjects we play the hand we 
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are dealt, with endlessly fascinating, unique and personal formulations of creativity and 
courage. 
 
Since the stories were also given an online home, the macro scale of public story 
consumption was also implicated. New media studies scholar and social anthropologist,  Adi 
Kuntsman (2010) refers to the suspicion in online audiences that accompanies the, “endless 
copies and circulation of texts, images and videos, and the extensive use of image and video 
modifications in propaganda wars”. She cites Judith Butler’s conceptualisation of “regimes of 
grievability” which influence why and when we feel horror, outrage, guilt, grief and 
righteous indifference in response to testimonies of war since here, 
Only some lives emerge as valuable and mourned if lost, while others are seen as 
insignificant and already socially dead, so when killed, their loss does not really 
matter. Such differential distribution of grievability also structure internet users’ 
perceptions of digital testimonies, often depending on who presents the testimony, 
and who appears to be suffering. The same digitalized account of events, the same 
image can become an object of shifting feelings: it appears once as truthful and 
heartbreaking evidence, and once as a skilful and evil deception; once as an outcry, 
and once as entertainment (p.3-4). 
As facilitators we proposed the idea of the public art exhibition, designed the interactive 
elements in this installation, and populated the website with “ Performed Ethnographer’s 
Notes” (Goldstein, 2008a, p.5) about the OCT project. Goldstein developed a method of 
communicating with audiences using ethnographic notes that is drawn from the 
conventions of “playwrights notes”, which, as Goldstein observed, have been used by 
theatre practitioners and writers to share, 
aspects of their plays that they think are important for the audience to know about. 
For example, some playwrights discuss the historical period and/or geographic 
location of their plays; others discuss the prominent themes that are embedded in 
the play or the actions of a particular character. Playwright Notes are often 
reflections on aspects of a play that may not be immediately evident or visible to the 
audience (p.5). 
 
Another way of describing the purpose of these strategies in the OTC project is to view them 
as a means of constructing “interpretive frames” by supplying paratexts (Smith & Watson, 
2010). These paratexts provided a framework designed to help audiences understand and 
engage with the artifacts and performances produced by the OTC project and in this way 
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helped to orchestrate the process of scaling up the conversation about refugee 
resettlement, women’s rights and access to education.  
This process, however, is not without risk. Philosopher Lauren Berlant (2005) has argued that 
“ethicoemotional performance in the public sphere” (in this case sharing refugee stories 
online for wider audiences in the hope of evoking a particular affective response in 
audiences) risks reinforcing rather than disrupting the status quo. Her theory of “intimate 
publics” offers an assessment of the way life narrative operates in contemporary (American) 
culture, observing that publics “presume intimacy”. This sensibility frames the online sharing 
of life stories as part of market driven by “desires and discontents”, which in turn obviates 
their power for political claim or advocacy since these public spheres operate as, “affect 
worlds,” where emotions precede rational or deliberative thought (p.62).  
 
The performance of the OTC stories, including the art exhibition of the collages, certainly 
evoked such emotional responses. Viewers of the OTC video and the art exhibition were 
invited to write responses on postcards and “post” these in the postbox that was part of the 
installation (see the photographs in Figure Four).  This invitation was announced during the 
introduction to the film screening at International Women Day event at the State 
Library in Brisbane, and signaled as part of the signage for the art exhibition installed in the 
foyer. Appendix E shows a sample of the text from these hand written responses, recorded 
by attendees who saw the video launch and interacted with the installation at the 
International Women’s Day Event in 2014.  
 
Although these responses are unreservedly supportive and appreciative, and often 
emotional in tone, what is not clear is whether they convert directly into political activism. 
And even if they did translate in this instance, the audience for this International Women’s 
Day event was only two hundred strong, and composed of a public who are, arguably, 
already supportive of a humanitarian response to refugees, particularly women. What’s 
more, the OTC exhibition was ephemeral, in the same way as a theatre production is, and 
therefore it is difficult to imagine the impact being sustained beyond the short term 
afterglow of the event.  
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Scholars have pointed out however, that a sentimental response that does not translate 
readily or directly into widespread action, is at least a potential precursor to action. Theatre 
scholar Emma Cox (2012), for example, draws attention to the dialectical relationship 
between local and global contexts in contemporary theatricalized refugee narratives, a 
tension between the immediacy of emotion at a micro scale and an understanding of the 
intractability of suffering caused by forced migration at a global scale. She claims that “the 
implications of these affects are at once problematic, as far as location-specific political and 
emotional ends are concerned, and essential to the storytelling purpose in any performance 
context” (Cox, 2012,p.130). A certain kind of tenacity is enacted in the performance of 
refugee stories, however, in that it traces and retraces an affective link between the two 
scales—between the lived experiences of real people and the global “power-geometry” 
(Massey, 1993) shaping these conditions. The possibilities for engagement, the hopefulness, 
therefore, can be found in the tenacity of the art form. 
 
Two months after the initial screening at the International Women’s Day event, the OTC film 
was screened again at the 2014 Refugee Film Festival, to an audience numbering about the 
same, and who would have been very likely, also, to have a pre-existing sympathy for the 
idea of welcoming refugees. Of this audience, of about two hundred, twenty-nine people 
completed surveys at this event. This survey was designed to collect information about their 
experiences and responses to viewing the films and being part of the event (The survey 
questions are supplied in Appendix F ). In one question audience members were asked to 
rate on a scale of one to five (one denoting “not much” and five denoting “a lot”) to what 
extent the stories inspired them to talk to others about what they saw, heard or felt. The 
responses from the sample are compiled below. 
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With regard to the collection of stories you viewed/heard today, please rate to what 
extent this experience made you want to talk to people about what you saw, heard or 
felt. 
 
rating 1  
not much 
2  3  4   5 
a lot 
total number of 
respondents 
nominating each 
rating 
0 2 5 8 14 
 
Table One: Compilation of responses to a single question on the audience surveyed at the 
Refugee Film Festival in 2014 
 
These results suggest that the importance of the work the OTC film may have been 
accomplishing is not necessarily to convert audience members, or win them over to “the 
cause”. The impact of such screenings in motivating and supporting audience members to 
process difficult emotions (such as shame and despair) and instigate further dialogue within 
their communities of family, friends and colleagues is a new research frontier (Khorana, 
2012). Theatre scholars Helen Gilbert and Jacqueline Lo (2007) argue that cumulatively, 
performances such as these do a particularly kind of “communal and cultural work in their 
treatment of the wounds of asylum” (p.204). They respond to the charge that such 
performances are “preaching to the converted”, one they observe is frequently made of 
political theatre, with a claim that challenges this assumption. Instead they argue that, 
Ideological persuasion is not the most important cultural work being achieved in 
these performances. (…) It seems that Australian audiences attend such 
performances less to affirm support for detainees (though this is part of the 
equation) than to publicly enact their shame (the shame their government has thus 
far denied) a civic action performed to and on behalf of their communities. This is 
not the same as catharsis, however similar it may look and feel but rather a 
differently embodied response we want to claim as potentially efficacious (p.203-
204). 
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The responses above would suggest that this kind of claim for the efficacy of the cultural 
work being done by performing refugee stories in a public space is supported by the current 
study as most film festival attendees reported after viewing these films that they were 
motivated, as a result of seeing the films, to talk about their affective experiences. In this 
sense the film can be said to be doing the relational work of providing a public cultural 
forum for emotional responses to the brutality of asylum seeker experiences, of inciting 
dialogue and building a sense of solidarity, or at least contributing to this project. In 
addition, audience responses below indicate a perception that building “awareness” is 
something that the screening of this film can reasonably be tasked with. The connection 
between a local sense of responsibility and a belief that the film can play a role in shifting 
both the national cultural imaginary, and border protection policies, is also evident.  
 
Below is a selection of responses to the question: Do you think this collection of stories is 
most relevant at local level, at a national level, at a global level, or at multiple levels? 
 
“All three are relevant, but tailoring it to Brisbane makes it real for residents” 
 
“Local - people in our community need to hear these to help change attitudes. 
National - government needs to change policies” 
 
“Unfortunately those stories are not unique and take place in many places around 
our planet. There is a hope in all the action taken by global groups, but as well give 
the responsibility for each community to support the best we can”  
“Australia really needs to change the conversation on refugee and asylum seeker to 
get perspective” 
 
“If everyone saw these films and understood the message the country would be a 
more welcoming place” 
 
“Consciousness raising similar to women’s movement in the 60’s and 70s. Australia 
has a problem with fear of being refugee overwhelmed and this needs to be 
overcome”. 
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“Great for use in information evening to education people re the true situation for 
refugees. Can start a ground swell to take the message of being welcoming to a 
national level”. 
 
“Brings more awareness to people of Australia” 
 
“Need to locally make people aware, but then eventually everyone on a larger scale 
should know” 
 
“Transnational flows of people mean that no issue is national “ 
 
“This is a nation that could do so much but is doing so little. Those of us who attend 
these events are already convinced but how do we convince others?” 
 
“The messages of the short films start at the local level but must/should resonate up 
through all levels of society” 
 
Australian film scholar Sukhmani Khorana (2012) has described the emergence of “culturally 
activist reception discourses” that accompanied film festival screening of two indigenous 
films as an important aspect of framing public responses to these politically important 
cultural products. The responses above could be described in a similar way—as leaning 
towards an activist discourse. As Khorana notes this focus on the reception of the film, 
rather than their textual attributes, is one which has received little scholarly attention. This 
study looked particularly at the “very specific reception framework” that was staged for 
these films including the presence of cast and crew at the post screening Q&A sessions. 
Ultimately the observation here is that this framing supports responses that are often 
“replete with activist connotations” (p.217). This study the, highlights the relational role 
played by, 
contemporary metropolitan local-international film festival in Australia in potentially 
enabling a reception discourse with activist overtones at the screening itself, 
especially if members of the crew and cast are present at a follow-up Q&A session; 
and potentially acting as a springboard for conversations about the films, and the 
issues they represent for national audiences (p.225).  
 
Susan Ward (2013) comments on a shift in the way the relationship between film festivals 
and activism in an international context can be understood, observing that “(r)ather than 
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attribute a transformative potential to the properties of the text and its impact on viewers”, 
the attention of scholars is turning to the understanding the context of the film festival as 
“orchestrated sites of exhibition practices (panel discussions, guest speakers, question-and-
answer sessions), which serve a number of important advocacy functions” (p.649). In this 
way film festivals can operate as places where commitment is refreshed and where “one 
sheds the yoke of cynicism by watching empowering stories and mingling with equally 
committed people” (p.649). 
 
Both these appraisals cast film festivals as critical sites for the formation of relationships and 
the generation of activist discourses and strategies, both within the advocacy film-making 
community itself, and in dialogue with publics. Such publics, while their sympathies for the 
political messages such film festival are centred on may pre-exist, are enabled through their 
participation in these “orchestrated sites of exhibition practices” to retrace the affective link 
between the micro and macro scale, affirm a solidarity and mobilise latent activist 
inclinations. The International Women’s Day event, and the Refugee Film Festival, both held 
in 2014 in Brisbane, staged at the State Library, were events with relatively humble 
dimensions. The OTC film itself has an aesthetic characteristic of participatory video 
projects, and modest production values. Nonetheless, co-performing these life narratives, in 
this public site, allowed us to bring the multi-scalar dimensions of our practice into focus, to 
stage an interruption and make a bid for a collectively re-imagined cosmopolitan sensibility.  
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I mapped the process of “scaling up” refugee stories in the Our True Colours 
and Brave New Welcome projects. This mapping reveals how such a practice is a way 
mobilising stories that facilitates a, "promiscuous traffic between different ways of knowing" 
(Conquergood, 2002 p.145). In this sense the work of the facilitators became a praxis of 
cultural translation and story stewardship, the effectiveness of which hinges on the 
materiality of the practice. Storytelling, expressed in an aesthetic form via visual art, theatre 
and participatory media, is a fluid and potent form of communication, which nonetheless 
has an inescapable materiality. Conquergood’s (2002, p.145) evocation of French 
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philosopher, Michel de Certeau’s, pithy phrase "what the map cuts up, the story cuts 
across", captures an idea central to this study. This analogy describes the "transgressive 
travel between two different domains of knowledge: one official, objective, and abstract—
“the map"; the other one practical, embodied, and popular—“the story”” (p.145). If we 
understand that refugee storytelling has the potential to produce relational spaces that 
transcend local and national geographical boundaries, re-territorialising space, we may put 
this imaginary to use in practical ways, remapping a new “geography of welcome”.. 
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Chapter 7: Refugee Storytelling and the Politics of Place 
Introduction 
The preceding chapters have documented an approach to staging a welcome for newcomers 
from refugee background and shown how this was achieved via multi-scalar storytelling 
praxis, and a process of “scaling up” our activities. These chapters draw on interactive, 
visceral and sensory observations made while I was embedded and immersed in the practice 
of co-performative refugee storytelling. In this chapter I highlight a selection of critical 
experiences and reflections drawn from the fieldwork and bring scholarly thought in cultural 
geography and urban philosophy to bear on these felt and performed observations.  
 
Performance theorist, Richard Schechner (2013) frames this movement between 
“sympathetic participation” in a performance project, and the adoption of a position of 
critical distance, as a “Brechtian” kind of approach to fieldwork, claiming that, 
fieldwork as “participant observation” is a much-prized method adapted from 
anthropology and put to new uses (in performance studies). In anthropological 
fieldwork, participant observation is a way of learning about cultures other than that 
of the field-worker. In anthropology, for the most part, the “home culture” is 
Western, the “other” non-Western. But in performance studies, the “other” may be 
a part of one’s own culture (non-Western or Western), or even an aspect of one’s 
own behavior. That positions the performance studies fieldworker at a Brechtian 
distance, allowing for criticism, irony, and personal commentary as well as 
sympathetic participation. In this active way, one performs fieldwork (p.2). 
In this chapter the aim is to achieve such a Brechtian distance in order to consider what co-
performative storytelling praxis can reveal about how the “geography of exclusion” is 
scripted and imagined by Australian publics, and how it may be remapped as a “geography 
of welcome”. This chapter builds on the theoretical links established in Chapters Six, by 
assembling a new triad. The momentum generated by “co-performative refugee 
storytelling” has its source in an astute process of interweaving three streams of practice: 
place-making, cultural translation and public pedagogy.  
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7.1 Refugee Storytelling as Place-making 
The “spatial turn” (Soja,1989) in social and critical theory has been applied in an uneven and 
limited way to the study of resettlement storytelling, in spite of the overt politico-spatial 
nature of refugee life narratives.  In the refugee mental health field the connection between 
personal stories and the macro, socio-political layer of meaning inherent in these narratives 
is generally eschewed. Instead stories of hardship, trauma and survival are primarily cast in 
terms of individual pathology and the discourse of personal resilience. As psychologists 
Mark Brough et al (2012) argue, "refugee narratives of arduous journeys in the face of 
systemic macro social-political forces are often transformed from this context into a 
medicalised micro context of inner individual worlds" (p.1). Put another way, the focus on 
personal stories of suffering and “healing” in refugee resettlement discourse deflects a 
more ecological, collective and political reading of these narratives. This “storytelling as 
healing” reading, informed by the popular construct of post-traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD), has tangible consequences for policy formations informing the provisions of 
settlement support. Anthropologist Elzbieta M. Gozdziak’s (2004) study analysing the tenets 
of Western training programs for helping professions in the refugee field observed that, 
When suffering is defined as a medical problem, it is removed from a public realm 
and is no longer within the purview or power of ordinary people; rather it is raised to 
a plane where only professionals - medical or mental health care providers - can 
analyze and discuss it. Moreover, when refugees suffer as a result of political 
dissidence or generalized political violence, medicalizing their experiences removes 
the matter from the political and social context that produced their anguish and loss 
(p.206). 
Perhaps as an antidote to the insidiousness of the trauma story and the PTSD construct, 
“place-making” is being adopted as an innovative approach in socially engaged arts and 
storytelling projects, where is has been used to explore themes relevant to embodied 
experiences of dislocation, emplacement and belonging. In Australia, for example, the 
“Good Starts for Refugee Youth Study” (Sampson & Gifford, 2010) looked at the experiences 
of young people noting that “far too little attention has been given to the importance of 
place in experiences of exclusion and belonging in the early resettlement context” (p.129). 
This four-year study investigated the place-making activities of recently arrived young 
people with refugee backgrounds living in Melbourne, using visual methods such as map 
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drawing and participatory photography supplemented with narrative and ethnographic 
data. The authors conclude that “it is both the physicality of place and the sociality of place 
that are important for promoting recovery and settlement” (p.129, emphasis added). Based 
on the findings of this study these authors emphasise the importance of public spaces 
dedicated for young people (libraries, schools, parks) in early experiences, ultimately 
foreseeing that “as they expand their social world so will they expand their appropriation of 
place to sites inhabited by a greater diversity of individuals. (…) The success with which they 
create and experience therapeutic landscapes on arrival will inform the ways in which they 
navigate the landscapes of their future” (p.129). 
 
The visual, performative and arts-based approaches to understanding and responding to the 
settlement needs and experiences of newcomers, such as those emerging from the work of 
the UK researcher and artist, Maggie O’Neill (O’Neill & Harindranath, 2006; O’Neill & 
Hubbard, 2010; O’Neill, 2008, 2011; O'Neill, 2012; Pink et al 2010), resonate with a spatial 
and relational sensibility. It is in this respect that the theories developed by feminist and 
cultural geographers find a fitting home. In their acknowledgement of the “material, 
discursive and lived dimensions” (Saukko, 2003, p.28) of personal narratives, feminist 
geographers  value the knowledge embedded in such stories, and are attuned to the power 
relations at work in the spaces where these stories and lived and told. Cultural geographer 
Doreen Massey (2005) has provided powerful links between the social and political project 
of recognising difference and a capacity to think spatially as well as historically, 
The very possibility of any serious recognition of multiplicity and heterogeneity itself 
depends on a recognition of spatiality. The political corollary is that a genuine, 
thorough, spatialisation of social theory and political thinking can force into the 
imagination a fuller recognition of the simultaneous coexistence of others with their 
own trajectories and their own stories to tell. The imagination of globalisation as a 
historical queue does not recognise the simultaneous coexistence of other histories 
with characteristics that are distinct (which does not imply unconnected) and 
futures which potentially may be so too (p.11). 
 
The BNW and OTC projects were vitally concerned with the political project of provoking “a 
fuller recognition of the simultaneous coexistence of others with their own trajectories and 
their own stories to tell”. According to Massey, then, our project is one that should begin 
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with a conscious emplacement and, from this sense of shared space, foster an imaginative 
“outwardlookingness”. Refugee storytelling as a performed intervention in a public urban 
space is concerned with creating the kinds of “counter-spaces” and “counter-publics” that 
Lefebvre described. As a project concerned with shaping the contours of social space, with 
developing cultural material to inform a less insular, more cosmopolitan imaginary, this 
capacity to think spatially is a key reorientation. As Massey (2005) explains,  
The nature of that spatiality should be a crucial avenue of enquiry and political 
engagement. Further, this kind of interconnectedness which stresses the imaginative 
awareness of others, evokes the outwardlookingness of a spatial imagination. (…) In 
other words, to push the point further, the full recognition of contemporaneity 
implies a spatiality which is a multiplicity of stories-so-far. Space as coeval becomings 
(p.189).   
 
The materiality and sociality of the telling and performance of stories in the BNW and OTC 
project created this kind of spatiality, where new social relationships were formed. The 
stories themselves, however, can also be seen to have place-making potential. British 
anthropologist Tim Ingold’s notion of place as a “meshwork” or an “entanglement of lines” 
(2001, 2008, 2011) is a metaphor that describes the map making work refugee stories can 
accomplish. Ingold imagines place as an unravelling relational meshwork; a world of, 
“incessant movement and becoming, one that is never complete but continually under 
construction, woven from the countless lifelines of its manifold human and non-human 
constituents as they thread their ways through the tangle of relationships in which they are 
comprehensively enmeshed” (2011, p. 141). In order to communicate the way he imagines 
these pathways (or trajectories, or stories) creating space, Ingold uses the hand drawn line 
as a metaphor.  In this way he contrasts a line that creates an enclosed space (a circle), with 
a line (representing movement or “wayfaring”) that travels outwards and onwards, but 
nonetheless connects the traveler to a place. A constellation of these wayfaring stories, 
then, represented as lines, creates a knot of stories, a knot of lives, which are “place-
binding”. Ingold explains that, 
Viewing the line as a totality, ready-drawn on the page, we might be inclined to 
interpret it quite differently – not as a trajectory of movement but as a static 
perimeter, delineating the figure of the circle against the ground of an otherwise 
empty plane. In just the same way we tend to identify traces of the 
circumambulatory movements that bring a place into being as boundaries that 
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demarcate the place from its surrounding space. Whether on paper or on the 
ground, the pathways or trails along which movement proceeds are perceived as 
limits within which it is contained. Both cases exemplify the logic of inversion at 
work, turning the ‘way through’ of the trail into the containment of the place-in-
space. This is illustrated below. 
Figure  
Figure Nine: Story pathways  (Ingold, 2011, p. 148) 
 
Ingold contends that lives are led, “not inside places but through, around, to and from them, 
from and to places elsewhere” (p.148). The embodied, perambulatory, wayfaring movement 
of lives and stories, means that human lives unfold “not in places but along paths” (p.148). 
Using further simple but evocative visual metaphors he explains how storytelling can be 
place-making since “proceeding along a path, every inhabitant lays a trail. Where inhabitants 
meet, trails are entwined, as the life of each becomes bound up with the other. Every 
entwining is a knot, and the more that lifelines are entwined, the greater the density of the 
knot” (p.148). 
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Figure Nine: Lifelines entwined, (Ingold, 2011, p. 148) 
Ingold’s philosophical and cultural ideas are informed by ecological approaches in 
anthropology and an environmental sensibility. His visual and spatial metaphor of “storied 
knowledge” as a meshwork is a powerful lens through which to view refugee storytelling and 
the socio-politics of “place-making” in the context of this study. As Ingold sees it stories are 
place-making in an ontological sense, allowing a radical revision of conventional cartography, 
since storied knowledge,  
is neither vertically integrated like a classification, nor laterally integrated like a 
network. The division between vertical and horizontal axes of integration itself 
belongs to a colonial imaginary that sees the world spread out before it like a 
surface to be occupied, and whose contents are to be collected, inventoried and 
classified. The lives of inhabitants, however, are not inscribed upon the surface of 
the world but woven into its very fabric. As they meet up with one another and go 
their various ways, their paths converge and diverge to form an ever-extending, 
reticulate meshwork. This is the meshwork of storied knowledge. (2011, p.168) 
 
This kind of story entanglement emerged and developed during the playback theatre 
workshops with the Brave New Welcome community. One striking example of this occurred 
when a young woman from a refugee background shared a story which featured her 
grandmother’s fearsome protection. This moment galvanized the whole group, but impacted 
on Madeleine and I in specific ways. In this critical incident storied knowledge and the 
aesthetic medium of performance offered a different lens, cutting through the “distance” 
afforded by roles such as “researcher” and “settlement support worker”. In this instance we 
were challenged to think more personally about what effective advocacy may mean in this 
context (see Appendix G for a recount of this critical episode). This experience illustrates 
how a meshwork of storied knowledge can emerge, how personal narratives can entangle 
the listeners and the storytellers, and bind aspects of their lives together.   
 
The stories that emerged through the OTC and BNW projects created an entwined knot of 
life narratives, threads that wove through the “micropolitcs of the social field” (Deleuze & 
Guattari, 1988, p.67). In this place life trajectories tangled extending filaments outward to 
the macropolitics of forced migration. The project of scaling up these life narratives, and 
staging them in a public space was a practice that aspired to disrupt insular and bounded 
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territorial assemblages and make them open to something else. In this sense, then, refugee 
storytelling as place-making, evokes a radical sense of deterritorialised place. Massey (2005) 
raises questions about the role of the local, and of connectedness, in crafting a sense of 
solidarity when she observes, 
the persistent territorial character of the different mappings of emotion, loyalty and 
potential ethical positions (…) Does it have to be about place? Does it have to be 
territorial at all? Perhaps it is not 'place' that is missing, but grounded, practised 
connectedness (negotiations which) do not create bounded territories but 
constellations of connections with strands reaching out beyond (p.187-188). 
 
In this way, the “geography of welcome” is grounded in relational rather than territorial 
space. The place-making potential of “co-performative refugee storytelling” arises from the 
capacity of this practice to generation constellations of connections that are place-binding 
but outward looking.  
7.2 Refugee Storytelling as Cultural Translation  
In any discussion of art and activism in the context of forced migration, the concept of 
cosmopolitanism is a salient one. Cosmopolitanism, as many scholars have argued, is more 
than, or different to, multiculturalism.  Performance scholars Gilbert and Lo (2007) have 
noted the “conceptual slipperiness” of the term. They comment on a growing academic 
interest in tracking the growth of new cosmopolitan thinking and explain that 
cosmopolitanism, according to some theorists "operates as a prescriptive vision of global 
democracy and world citizenship while, for others, it offers a theoretical space for 
articulating hybrid cultural identities" (p.5). In their survey of recent attempts to “retool 
cosmopolitanism” they identify three conceptually overlapping categories of application: 
“moral/ethical, political and cultural” (p.5).  
 
Debates within these categories however, inevitably intersect. Gilbert and Lo also point to 
the ideas put forward by critics of cosmopolitan theories in colonial contexts and remind us 
that, “the terms of cross-cultural engagements are rarely free of power, but rather 
embedded in asymmetrical relationships dominated by the forces of commerce, imperialism 
and/or militarism” (p.10). For cultural philosopher Niko Papastergiadis (2012) 
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cosmopolitanism and multiculturalism are co-constitutive since “one needs the other to 
come into being. Cosmopolitanism without multiculturalism is just an ivory tower. 
Multiculturalism without cosmopolitanism becomes a nasty ghetto. Putting them together 
gives politics a whole new agenda” (p.197). 
 
In the BNW and OTC Storytelling projects the hopefulness of such a new agenda is bound up 
in the ideas of space and scale, and the praxis of cultural mediation. Strands of 
contemporary cultural theory, emerging from a range of disciplines which are grappling with 
the concept of globalisation and cosmopolitanism, tend to converge on these notions. 
Gilbert and Lo, for example, find, as a result of their recent review of theatrical practices in 
Australia and Asia, in both mainstream and community sites, that ultimately there is “a 
politics to the practice of cosmopolitanism - a cosmopolitics that is caught up in hybrid 
spaces, entangled histories and complex human corporeographies” (p.11).  
Cultural geographer, Gill Valentine (2008) claims that the question of "how we might forge a 
civic culture out of difference – is something that has come to preoccupy a number of 
geographers recently through diverse writings about new urban citizenship, 
cosmopolitanism, hospitality and activism" (p.323). Valentine alerts us to that fact that 
simply having diverse populations sharing city spaces (a pattern of cohabitation that is often 
celebrated as an enactment of “multiculturalism”) is not enough to engender genuine 
conviviality and open mindedness, noting that “some of the writing about cosmopolitanism 
and new urban citizenship appears to be laced with a worrying romanticization of urban 
encounter and to implicitly reproduce a potentially naïve assumption that contact with 
‘others’ necessarily translates into respect for difference” (p.325).  
 
Valentine, is among a small chorus of scholars who are addressing the neglect of the role of 
young people in urban studies generally, especially terms of recognising the value of their 
perspective on urban citizenship. In Australia, Jacqueline Laughland-Booÿ et al (2014) sought 
to gain a better understanding of young people's acceptance of asylum seekers by collecting 
information from a large representative sample of young people in Queensland, and tracking 
a single cohort of over 7000 young people beginning at age twelve to when they were 
seventeen. In analysing the data they noted that in Australia these young people had been, 
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raised in the shadow of the events of 11 September 2001 and the 2002 Bali 
bombings. During their formative years they were exposed to a socio-political 
environment where they were cautioned by government and media to be suspicious 
and vigilant. For more than a decade, media reports on the wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan and stories of the purported invasion of asylum seekers attempting 
unlawfully to reach Australia have been commonplace (p.202). 
 
In spite of this constant exposure to a culture of fear these researcher found that overall 
young people in Australia are more accepting of asylum seekers than the adult population. 
Significantly however, this tendency to resist the idea that boats carrying asylum seekers 
should be turned away from Australia was not accompanied by a high degree of trust in 
people from other countries. Such a findings suggest that fewer young people "might be 
prepared to enter into trusting relationships with ‘boat people’ should they resettle in 
Australia" (p.195). The significance of this study is that it explores the shades and qualities of 
such attitudes, shedding light on the extent to which young Australians, "will be prepared to 
accept those who seek humanitarian protection, and the conditions under which acceptance 
will be offered. It also provides insight as to whether ‘boat people’ can expect to be merely 
endured, or, welcomed and trusted" (p.212). Since we began the storytelling projects at the 
centre of this current study with a quest to explore how a more genuine welcome for young 
people from refugee backgrounds may be performed, understanding these nuances of 
tolerance and trust were a central concern. It is in this sense that the skilled practice of 
cultural mediation is a vital concept.  
 
Papastergiadis (2012), in considering recent debates on the cultural consequences of 
globalisation, argues that we are being called upon to understand cosmopolitanism in an 
expanded way (p.136). According to Papastergiadis what is needed is a new sensibility 
embracing the aesthetic dimensions of cross cultural interaction because “in order to feel an 
individual sense of moral connectedness and organise these collective modes of solidarity 
there must be a mixture of aesthetic and deliberative modes for comprehending and 
evaluating the cultural similarities and differences” (p.136). Herein, for Papastergiadis, lies 
the role of the artist as a cultural translator; a key player in the generation of aesthetic 
cosmopolitanism. According to Papastergiadis:  
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By emphasising the role of mediation between different cultural objects and codes, 
the concept of cultural translation has become more than a tool for explaining the 
dynamics of communication; it has also served as a sociological concept to describe 
the given social forms of mixture and to acknowledge the dynamic feature of 
hybridisation (p.142).  
 
In other words, the cultural translator can become adept at exploring these “social forms of 
mixture” and function. Experiential methods that engage us in “thinking about, through and 
with performance” (Conquergood 2002 p. 152) can be seen as an example of this aesthetic 
form of cultural translation. Australasian theatre researchers, Gilbert and Lo (2007) also 
engage with the notion of spatiality and 'cosmopolitanism' in connection with theatre 
practices claiming that, 
as an aesthetic practice, theatre focuses attention on the ways in which 
cosmopolitanism is embodied, spacialised and temporalised rather than merely 
inhering in sentiments and/or consciousness. As a social practice, theatre situates 
cosmopolitanism within specific cultural, political geographical and historical 
contexts that anchor its universalising impulses. (…) (T)heatre's material aspects thus 
enable us to apprehend the contingencies of cosmopolitanism as a form of cross-
cultural praxis as well as a discourse of cross-cultural engagement (p.13). 
Experiments with praxis and cultural translation, conducted with a spatial awareness, are 
arguably especially pertinent in Australia at the time of the current study, since the notions 
of multiculturalism and cosmopolitanism, and the practices of border control, as discussed 
in Chapter Two, are especially volatile and politically fraught. Australian theatre scholar 
Joanne Tompkins (2006) has drawn attention to the anxieties and contestations of space 
that figure in the nation’s cultural imaginary, as reflected in theatre since 1979.  Detention 
centres, according to Tompkin are "symptomatic of an Australian response to spatiality, to 
unsettlement, and to the nation's inability to easily accommodate polytropic layering of 
spaces, interpretations of spaces, and possibilities for rethinking places and spaces" (p.126).  
 
In the OTC and BNW projects we found that the aesthetic prisms of performance and 
participatory video offered tools to operationalise such an imaginary layering of spaces. 
According to Gilbert and Lo (2007), the materiality of theatre and film “enable us to 
apprehend the contingencies of cosmopolitanism as a form of cross-cultural praxis” (p.13). 
Tompkins agrees noting that “(t)heatre by and about refugees attempts to anchor spatiality 
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and hence subjectivity”, but Tompkin also argues that attempts to produce spaces where a 
cosmopolitan cultural imaginary can be nurtured are limited since “most refugee plays face 
the even greater challenge of no land, space, or place at all. Such plays cannot generate 
heterotopic zones from which to configure their worlds: most remain stuck in the gaps 
between utopia and ou-topia, so embedded in the quarantining of asylum seekers” (p115). 
 
The OTC and BNW Storytelling projects were attempts to rehearse and produce such 
heterotopic zones; to explore the contingencies of cosmopolitanism in practice; to stage the 
stories of refugee and asylum seekers in ways that worked against such metaphorical and 
corporeal public erasure.  Nonetheless at certain points we were confounded in our efforts 
to create such non-hegemonic conditions by the kind of erasure and "quarantining of 
asylum seekers" that Tompkin refers to. We were not always successful in creating spaces 
from which to configure more cosmopolitan worlds, and our solution of creating faceless 
films and faceless humanitarian "selfie" campaigns was perhaps an uneasy one. 
“Co-performative refugee storytelling” provided a context where a multidisciplinary project 
team could move out of their silos of practice and develop new skills in cultural mediation, 
skills that allowed us to construct relational spaces where the shape of a good welcome 
could be explored.  In this research we found that the creation of purposeful, non-
denominational spaces was essential in the process of generating this kind of welcome. 
Welcome staged in this way becomes a gesture offered by hosting communities who are 
interested in dissolving the boundary between resourced and entitled citizens and 
newcomers seeking asylum. Such hosting communities may stage this kind of welcome 
drawing on various ethical codes, including faith-based and secular modes of morality.  
Within these sites the capacity of artists, activists, and educators to work collaboratively to 
hold a space occupied by multiple and dissimilar voices for long enough for a group to 
explore the texture and nuance of difference, and to develop collective aesthetic and 
layered expressions of cosmopolitanism, was critical. In other words, practitioners in these 
projects took on the role of cultural translators who become adept at exploring “social forms 
of mixture” (Papastergiadis, 2012, p.142) and functioned in a way that sociologist Richard 
Sennett (2012) would describe as mediating “skilled cooperativeness”. 
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7.3 Refugee Storytelling as Public Pedagogy  
Operationalising storytelling in the service of “teaching” the public something about refugee 
lives presumes instrumental goals. There was a constant sense in these projects that as 
practitioners we were walking a fine line between pedagogy and art. The tension between 
instrumental and aesthetic goals in creative practice is a subject that has received much 
critical attention. Some scholars argue that this kind of orientation to evaluating creative 
practice is misplaced.  Since in this project we wanted to produce short films that would be 
part of a strategy to shift perceptions and attitudes, and influence and inspire audiences to 
become part of the “Brave New Welcome” movement, we were not able to completely side 
step instrumental goals. We needed good art, and something that would affect audiences. 
Clearly a concern with the wellbeing of the participants and the value placed on authentic 
participatory process was  part of the story too.  
 
Papastergiadis (2012, p.174) in reviewing the role of community and public art in the era of 
neoliberalism observes that the “discourse on the political significance of art is still trapped 
in the debate over whether or not it can make a difference in the overall social context.” He 
argues that the result of this misconception is a quality of critical attention which misses the 
point of collaborative art practice since, 
The effects of art tend to be registered only to the extent that they appear outside 
of its own, apparently autonomous, field. Is art only a value when it transforms or 
reflects the social? This question presumes that art is external to the existing forms 
of the social and must be something to the social in order to have a viable function. 
The place and function of art, as always, operates within the social. However, the 
new collaborative movements have sought to take an active role in social change, 
not by means of radical intervention for critical reflection, but through the 
mediation of new forms of cosmopolitan knowledge (p.175). 
 
Mediating new forms of storied knowledge (Ingold, 2001, 2008, 2011) with refugees and 
asylum seekers became, almost by default, an exercise in mediating this new form of 
cosmopolitan knowledge that Papastergiadis refers to. At our most hopeful moments, we 
found that this kind of “co-performative refugee storytelling” practice—as a dynamic 
integration of socially engaged, aesthetic and activist priorities—can shift the interaction 
between tellers and listeners out from under the regime of fear, pity and rescue, and recast 
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the storytellers as co-a producers of culture in a new place. Refugee stories can resonate 
with a telescopic geo-spatiality; they can carve out a space for authentic expression, and a 
cosmopolitan sensibility (Papastergiadis, 2012) in the intractable politics of warfare, forced 
migration, border control and representation.  
 
The mediation and framing of these stories, however, in this project was is a critical part of 
the challenge. “Becoming public” (Biesta, 2012) was an important part of enacting our 
collective intention, but we all gained a deeper understanding of the nature of the personal 
risk this creation of publicness posed to the storytellers as the project progressed. 
Nonetheless, it was this movement into the public sphere that we came to see as a 
meaningful undertaking, and the only way to ethically follow through on the responsibilities 
we were charged with as collaborators and storytelling facilitators, who had been gifted 
with the life stories these young people shared. 
We found that mapping our collective intention - as researchers, storytellers, activists and 
artists - across a scalar understanding of the contact zone, helped us to negotiate a path 
through the ethical and creative challenges we faced. Developing a spatial perspective and 
paying attention to scale, even while we were not quite ready yet to articulate our practice 
in this way, led to an increasing recognition of the significance located in shifts and links 
between the zones. Pulling a thread through these dimensions of the contact zone meant, in 
the end, the evocation of a particular kind of pedagogical logic. Wanting (non-refugee) 
participants and publics to care about refugee lives was ultimately less about making an 
appeal to their conscience or their empathy, or “teaching” them something, and more about 
developing creative narrative practices, staging stories as an intervention in imaginary 
geographies, and making a claim for public space, one with opportunities to keep the 
conversation going built in to the project design.  
 
Educational philosopher, Gert Biesta (2012), offers three versions of what public pedagogy 
could mean which he summarises as: public pedagogy as a pedagogy for the public, public 
pedagogy as a pedagogy of the public, and public pedagogy “as the enactment of a concern 
for the public quality of human togetherness” (p.683). The argument here is that in the first 
two versions there is a “risk of replacing politics by education, either by conceiving of public 
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pedagogy as a form of instruction, or by understand public pedagogy in terms of learning” 
(p.685). Drawing on philosopher Hannah Arendt’s (1958;1977) theory that freedom needs a 
public realm to makes its appearance, Biesta explains that understanding is “not a bridge to 
the other, but has to do with a certain distance and strangeness - reconciling oneself with 
the ‘simultaneous presence of innumerable perspectives and aspects in which the common 
world presents itself and for which no measurement or denominator can ever be devised’” 
(p.690).    
 
This view of the role of public education, then, is vitally concerned with the creating the 
“conditions of plurality” and support for “the citizenship of strangers”. The citizenship of 
strangers is “about a mode of human togetherness which is not after a common ground but 
rather articulates an interest in a common world” (p.690). Biesta’s application of this 
concept is that “if we understand public sphere as a quality of human togetherness, then we 
might say that becoming public is the creation of public sphere. In this interpretation the 
educational agent—the public pedagogue—is neither an instructor nor a facilitator but 
rather someone who interrupts” (p.693). In this way he differentiates the logic of this kind of 
public pedagogy from a Freirean kind of public pedagogy which places the whole project 
under the regime of “learning”, where the aim is to generate political consciousness via the 
actions of a learning facilitator, a project which tends to “turn social and political problems 
into learning problems” (p.693). Instead, where an event, experience or object is staged as 
an enactment of a concern with achieving a form of “human togetherness characterised by 
plurality”, the aim is not to demand any kind of learning, but to “keep open the 
opportunities for becoming public” (p.693). 
 
Conclusion 
As practitioners and cultural agents operationalising refugee storytelling to enact a morally 
engaged form of hospitality we were called upon to consciously balance the roles of 
translation, co-creation, education and peace-building. We worked hard to rise to the 
challenge of performing as civic minded activists, storytelling champions and cultural 
mediators. Overall, braiding these three streams of practice—place-making, cultural 
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translation and public pedagogy—was a means to mobilise human stories as “soft weapons” 
(Whitlock, 2007), disrupt insular imaginary geographies, and orchestrate a welcome for 
young people who have been subjected to forced migration that is more genuinely warm 
and more genuinely brave.  
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Chapter 8: The Geography of Welcome  
8.1 Conclusion 
”Welcome”, proverbially, is a greeting. It is a message displayed at the threshold to a home 
or on a banner at the entrance to a public venue. The notion of welcome, of hospitality, 
however, has deeper roots in philosophical thinking. This thesis supports the idea that 
professionals working in education and cultural sectors in urban centres in Australia can 
usefully engage with some of these philosophical ideas. Embracing these more complex 
ideas about the ethics of hospitality can help support the development of practical and 
creative methods for staging a welcome in public spaces. This can lead to the creation of an 
environment that is more meaningfully inclusive of young people from refugee 
backgrounds. In other words, it is argued here that as hosts and cultural agents we need to 
do significantly more than erect a sign, or write policies about social inclusion, to genuinely 
welcome people from refugee and asylum seeking backgrounds to urban centres in 
Australia.  A good welcome needs to be performed.  
 
In this thesis each chapter has contributed to a central proposition that in urban contexts 
this kind of welcome can be performed through refugee storytelling. The thesis as a whole 
has documented an approach to staging a welcome that interweaves three streams of co-
performative storytelling praxis: place-making, cultural mediation and public pedagogy. Our 
aspiration as a facilitating team of practitioners in organising the OTC and BNW storytelling 
projects was to explore novel forms of narrative practice as a form of social justice activism. 
We wanted to work with storytellers from refugee backgrounds, in a way that managed 
nonetheless, to circumvent an insistence on testimonies of suffering and persecution, and 
an “aesthetic of injury” (Salverson, 1999). Our use of approaches such as: visual arts, 
playback theatre, “double storied testimony” (Denborough, 2008), public performances, 
forums and screenings, participatory art exhibitions, and inviting audiences to respond 
personally to the work—were all creative responses to the complex ethical dimensions of 
our role as facilitators, and creative mappings of the “geography of welcome”.   
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Welcome, in BNW and OTC storytelling projects, was enacted via a layered facilitated 
practice. It was made possible via a series of creative acts and rituals built out of an 
expansive, relational sensibility. Welcoming refugees in this way is, of necessity, emplaced. 
It is a form of welcome that can be enacted via cultural practices that open up public sites 
for the multiplicity of stories to co-exist. This kind of welcome has an ontology, a geography 
and a pedagogy. This kind of welcome is creative and curatorial. It can be made tangible 
when various personal narratives are assembled, where there is a concern for allowing both 
personal and collective storytelling to find renewable and refracting aesthetic forms. This 
kind of welcome is a morally engaged form of practice; it draws on the creative frisson of 
difference as a resource. It can emerge where urban spaces are valued as sites where our 
“thrown togetherness” (Massey, 2005, p.151) can be acknowledged and celebrated via a 
sense of playfulness and discovery. In the OTC and BNW projects this kind of welcome was 
imagined, performed and recreated moment by moment. It was operationalised through a 
model of “co-performative refugee storytelling” practice containing the following elements: 
• Support for heterogeneous groups to experiment with multi-model forms of 
storytelling using playback theatre, artwork, participatory video and animation 
• The use of methods adapted from narrative therapy and ethnodrama to co-create 
scripts for the films 
• The staging of live, performative storytelling events such as film screenings and 
youth forums, and where input from a wider audience is sought in the traditions of 
ethnodrama and public ethnography  
• The design of interactive installations of the artwork, and  
• The construction of opportunities for ongoing audience interaction 
As practitioners what we were afforded through this collaborative, action-oriented research, 
was an experiential lesson in the value of turning our practice frameworks inside out. What 
we learnt is that our habitual ways of working with communities is one where we are often 
using practice frameworks that have a temporal orientation. Community development, and 
case work approaches to refugee settlement support implies a progressive accumulation of 
social capital and individual development respectively. Education is measured in terms of 
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progressively knowing more and even peace education is often measured by its success in 
progressively achieving more peace, rather than being seen as an everyday, alway-in-
production, endeavour (Appadurai, 2004). Narrative practices such as oral history, can fix 
our practice more firmly on a chronological mindset.  At an individual or therapeutic level 
our work with storytellers, especially if we are engaging with Digital Storytelling 
methodologies, scaffolds the individual storyteller to (re)construct narratives that have a 
temporal arc; a story with a beginning middle and end. What’s more, the neoliberal 
managerial ethos of funding bodies and policy frameworks in the arts and culture, and 
welfare sectors demands a time sequenced project plan—a goal-achieving, target-hitting, 
progress-proving approach.  
 
What emerged in this study, however, was the way this co-performative storytelling project 
produced relational spaces at the micro, meso and macro levels. Scaling up these life 
narratives in ethical ways depended on the quality of our attention to the spatial, material 
and relational dimension of our work. It depended on an ability to notice the shifts and 
flows between scales and an ability to articulate and justify how these shifts meant a re-
prioritisation of different elements of our practice. Ultimately, the study supports the value 
of consciously incorporating an awareness of these scalar dimensions into our practice 
frameworks.  
 
Finally, as a consequence of this study I have come full circle back to a new set of questions 
about mediating refugee stories.  I ask: what if we were to develop a practice framework to 
support our work with storytellers from refugee backgrounds that engages with participants 
as partners in critical, co-performed ethnographic projects? And what if we drew on the 
ideas of cultural geographers and philosophers such as Massey, Ingold and Valentine to 
orient our work around the production of space rather than time? Cultural philosopher 
Arjun Appadurai’s (2002) views on the role of the imagination underscores the need to keep 
these public storytelling spaces alive since they are critical in the process of infusing 
meaning into urban space (p.46). Appadurai (2002) also evokes the ongoing nature of this 
project and prompts another critical question, 
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The city is where we have to do some trial and error. I don’t have a formula for a 
solution, except for one thing. Let’s, in seeking solutions, endorse the following 
principle. Even the poorest of the poor should have that capability, the privilege and 
the ability to participate in the work of the imagination. Can we create a politics that 
recognises that? That is the question (p.46).  
 
The work of storytelling facilitators in this context is to function as activists who recognise 
the rights of refugees and asylum seekers to “participate in the work of the imagination”. In 
this sense we work as co-constructers of an aesthetic milieu and as wielders of the 
“geographies of matter” (Askins & Pain, 2011) in the service of intercultural communication.  
Our work as interpretive framers, as cultural translators, and as mediators of a cosmopolitan 
sensibility, function to make it possible for socio-political and relational understandings to be 
set in motion when we hear these stories; so that they make sense in a teleo-spatial way.  
 
A spatial sensibility, what Doreen Massey calls a “Russian-doll ethical imaginary” (2005, 
p.187), dictates the degree of our ethical engagement with others, so that we feel a stronger 
ethical obligation to those closest to us. Refugee stories staged in a public space make a 
relational claim in a civic space that disrupts the placement of refugees and asylum seekers 
at the extreme edge of our ethical frame. As Ingold claims, they create a story knot that 
binds the storyteller to other city dwellers, and thereby to the city itself. Once the “Other” is 
recognised, through their story, once they qualify as human in the eyes of other hosting city 
dwellers, then a new cultural imaginary can take shape, one that send offshoots out from 
the knot of interconnected stories, so that the city itself is a knot of stories, rather than an 
enclosed place with boundaries and borders to be guarded. 
 
Storytelling can work for individuals in therapeutic ways that facilitate personal growth. 
Digital Storytelling is a contemporary, evolving form of storytelling, which can nonetheless, 
in a time honoured fashion, support individuals in relating and recording personal 
narratives. Engaging in such practices allows storytellers to reconstruct identity, rework 
history, integrate personal experiences and construct a new coherence out of chaotic 
personal histories (Goodson & Gill, 2011).  Storytelling supports people in their efforts to 
change and adapt and grow and make sense of new learning. In appreciation of the efficacy 
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of storytelling, arts, education and cultural practitioners have enthusiastically embraced 
creative and expressive practices such as theatre and Digital Storytelling. These practices are 
key tools for facilitators, educators, arts practitioners and therapists. 
 
In this study we experimented with transposing this deployment of storytelling practices, in 
micro spaces with individuals, to a public cultural space, to support the development of a 
new collective identity. We experimented with using stories to support a community to 
reconstruct a more cosmopolitan identity; to learn and grow and develop a new coherent, 
collective imaginary that is outward looking rather than insular, and in this sense more 
welcoming and inclusive of refugees. The model of practice we devised and honed over 
cycles of planning, action and evaluation involved collective narrative practices, and 
methods drawn from public ethnography which supported the development of collective 
storytelling and larger metanarratives with a cosmopolitan flavour. This is a praxis which 
inhabits and imagines the “geography of welcome” as an expanded and storied sense of 
place and belonging. 
 
In the end, we learnt that if we are skilled at facilitating socially engaged arts practices, if we 
are good at creating safe, relational, non-denominational spaces that are genuinely 
heterogeneous, if we take seriously the role of cultural mediation and are aware of the 
spatial and material dimensions of our practice, then we may participate in the production 
of peace, moment by moment, storytelling project by storytelling project. Supporting young 
people to tell stories in imaginative ways, letting those stories unwind like red threads from 
a spool, holding a space for long enough so that story entanglements can happen, is part of 
such a co-performative storytelling practice. Story knots can implicate young people and 
their advocates in each other's lives and in each other’s imagined geographies, and such 
stories, let loose, can reach out to other places and other histories and disrupt a bounded 
contained geography. If we can do all this then we are participants in the collective project 
of mapping the contours of a brave new welcome. 
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8.2 Limitations of the Study 
This study examined a particular instance, a specific program of work that was undertaken in 
Brisbane in 2013 and 2014, detailing the nuanced, contextual influences of time, place, 
politics and the people involved, and the participatory art we made. A full treatment of the 
political, historical and psychological dynamics at the heart of forced migration in the 
contemporary era, and a comparative study of different models of resettlement support, is 
beyond the scope of this study. This study does not provide definitive solutions to the 
problems of facilitating successful refugee resettlement and social inclusion. Instead, the 
stories, the interactions, the settings, and the insights that were experienced during the 
period this study was undertaken were explored and interpreted.  
 
Scholars from a range of disciplines such as cultural studies (Szörényi, 2009; Fleah et al, 
2015), journalism (Cover, 2013; Romano, 2004) and political geography (Dickson, 2015; 
Fleay & Hoffman, 2014; McDonald, 2011) have argued that opportunities for refugees (and 
asylum seekers in particular), to share their stories, and have them heard by Australian 
publics, have been inadequate over recent years. In this sense it might seem 
counterintuitive not to have focused on highlighting the voices of the participants in this 
study from refugee backgrounds.   
 
In this study, however, my intention from the start was not to examine these new settlers as 
“research subjects”, not to study their ability to adapt and settle well. Other research has 
examined the complex of influences on successful resettlement in an Australian context 
(Correa-Velez, Gifford, & Barnett, 2010; Davidson, Murray, & Schweitzer, 2008; Fozdar & 
Hartley, 2013; Gifford et al., 2009; Khawaja, White, Schweitzer, & Greenslade, 2008; Kia-
Keating & Ellis, 2007; Kovacev & Shute, 2004; Marlowe, 2010; Milner & Khawaja, 2008; 
Murray, 2010; Poppitt & Frey, 2007; Rodríguez-Jiménez & Gifford, 2010; Sampson & Gifford, 
2010; Shakespeare-Finch & Wickham, 2010; Westoby, 2008), and these findings are 
important for understanding refugee wellbeing, and relevant as well to the questions 
framing this and future research.  
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The data collected in relation to the experiences of the young participants within the scope 
of this project, was restricted to their artist outputs, works of art that were shared by the 
participants with specific intentions of communicating their experiences and their own 
insights into what this means for successful resettlement, fostering a well-connected and 
mutually supportive community, and for social justice. The generation of this material was 
nested within the project activities managed by the project team, and as a member of the 
project team, I acted in this capacity while engaging with the participants. The planning and 
staging of activities in conjunction with the young people was subject to careful and 
constant attention to the ethics of this process within the design of the project.  
 
Conducting research on refugees, interviewing them, designing measures for the assessment 
of their well-being and collecting this data, for example, is a significantly different process. 
This would have involved a separate research approach which would require a different kind 
of ethical framework, and is beyond the scope of this study.  
 
8.3 Further Research 
An evaluation of the efficacy of this co-performative model of storytelling practice in 
improving the quality of their settlement experiences, from the point of view of the 
resettling refugees and asylum seekers who participate in projects of this nature, would 
therefore, be a useful theme to pursue in further research. Also indicated as a valuable 
subject for further research are the quality of understandings and attitudinal changes (if 
any) that young people who were born in Australia, along with those who claim 
transnational and hybrid cultural identities, experience as a result of their participation in 
this kind of collaborative and co-performative storytelling projects.  
 
The current study supports other calls for further research on the efficacy of urban cultural 
festivals, such as the refugee film festival, as critical sites for the formation of relationships, 
and for the generation of activist discourses and strategies. Questions also follow from this 
study about how we may “forge a civic culture out of difference” (Valentine, 2008), using 
storied knowledge as a resource. These research findings may also interact in generative 
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ways with disciplines and domains with investments in the public sphere (the work of local 
government for example), in areas such as urban design and the management of cultural 
resources and public space. Action research projects investigating the capacity of various 
kinds of cultural practices performed in public sites, such as exhibitions, theatre and 
festivals, to open up resilient sites for collective narrative practices would be illuminating 
and timely, as would a focus on the role of cultural mediation in these contexts. The current 
research has opened up scope to investigate the efficacy of “co-performative refugee 
storytelling”, in sites and settings underwritten by policies ascribing to social inclusion, such 
as workplaces, educational institutions, and cultural institutions.  
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Appendix A: Our True Colours Film Script 
We are a group of women who came together to explore our pasts, our present and our 
possible future selves. 
 
As women, we came to this country in search of a better life, more rights and more 
opportunities. 
 
These are our voices. 
 
The past: 
 
Shakila) In 1996 the Taliban came to take all the men. The Taliban didn’t do anything to 
women, but they wanted the men. My family was scared and so we left. My family was in 
politics so they were under a lot of pressure. All the men left and my family dispersed.  
 
Machemeh) When I was born everything in my country was good, but then there were two 
wars. The first war is when I didn’t see my dad anymore; he didn’t come back. In the second 
war I got separated from my mum. I was eight years old. Red is the colour of war. The colour 
of blood and of people dying.  
 
Family: 
 
Machemeh) When my mum wasn’t around my grandmother looked after us. We went to 
Guinea. Me, my grandmother and my two brothers. My grandmother had to do everything 
my mum would have done. She is pure, like the colour purple. 
 
Shakila) When I was 11 months old, I lost my Dad. In my whole life it has been my dream to 
see his face.  
 
Shukira) What I remember as a child in Afghanistan is when the Taliban came to my village 
to chase men. My father left, he didn’t tell anyone. They came and he wasn’t there. They 
wanted him to join the fighting. We lived without Dad for 6 years. We had a feeling inside 
like he was dead. 
 
Shakila) My brother went to Australia and he used to send money to us. There were no 
mobile phones, just satellite phones. So, he would ring the shop near our house and 
someone would run and bring the phone to us in our house. We were always waiting for 
those calls. 
 
Shukira) Dad had gone to Pakistan, then he went to Australia. Some friends recorded his 
voice and sent it to us, we were so surprised and happy to hear it. 
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Journeys to Australia: 
 
Shukira) Then we went to Pakistan and my dad met us there. We saw him for the first time 
in 6 years. Me, my mum and my 4 brothers then came to Australia. First we went to Sydney 
and then we came to Brisbane 
 
I don’t want to be the eldest, it’s so much responsibility. Life in Brisbane was harder than in 
Sydney. In Sydney, we knew a lot of people. Arriving in Brisbane felt like we had just come 
from another country.  
 
Pawana) I came to Australia with my 2 brothers when I was 22. For the first 6 months I was 
very sad. I had a confused and dizzy mind about my situation. I thought a lot about my 
mother and grandmother. Why don’t women in Afghanistan have rights? I worry about that. 
But, I am also happy.  I rescued myself from the dictatorship of men. I have come to 
Australia and made a new life. I am very interested in becoming a lawyer. I want to study 
law because in my country we never had laws or women’s rights.  
 
Shakila) I went to Pakistan in 2002, my brother, who was living in Australia came to meet us 
two years later. He got married and he did the application for all of us to go with him back 
to Australia. We waited for 8 years. In the meantime, my sister got married. Our application 
was rejected 3 times. I didn’t believe I would ever get a visa. One day I went to the embassy 
to renew my passport, so my phone was switched off. When I came home my sister ran to 
me and told me that I received my visa. I called my brother in Australia, and he was crying. 
 
Education: 
 
Machemeh) Orange represents life in Australia. When we first came there was a lot of 
hardship and sadness because my mum wasn’t there. The dark orange is the time I spent 
looking deep, thinking about her. It was really hard without her. But there were also times 
that were light orange: going to school, making friends. Learning English was really hard. My 
cousin was my inspiration to learn English, she was so bossy and used to tease me about my 
spelling. I learned a lot of English because of her. 
 
Shakila) In Afghanistan, we fought hard to be able to go to school. We fought with our 
family. We said, “we must go to school with our brothers”. When we had convinced our 
families, then we fought with our society. Some people thought that if girls went to school 
they would become like witches and do bad things against our religion. But, we know that it 
was really that powerful men, like the clergy, did not want to lose their power.  
 
Pawana) The school in my village had been open to girls for only two years before the 
Taliban came and closed it again. Some girls and I continued to study at a school we made 
on the mountain. There was no classroom, we would sit outside on the rocks and study. But 
my father didn’t like it, he didn’t give me any good reason, but he didn’t allow me to go to 
school. He said to me with a strong voice, “If you are my daughter, you are not allowed to 
go to school”. 
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In my country, women couldn’t talk face to face with men, so I was scared to talk to him 
because he would beat me. I decided to write him a letter and used my brother to send it 
from my room to my father’s room. In the morning my mother said that my father was 
crying a lot. Later, my father called me for breakfast but I was still scared, I ran away to the 
yard and waited to see what he would do, I was shaking. Then he told me seriously to come 
and so I came and I cried and cried because I was scared. He told me I could go to school 
and I still cried and cried! I thought it was a trick. He said it wasn’t a trick. He said, ‘You are 
my daughter, I understand you, and now I believe you that you can choose your own way 
because I read the letter. Now, no one will ever tell you that you can’t go to school.’ 
 
Shakila) When I went to school. My mother always supported me. When people said bad 
things because I was going to school, she always supported me. She said, ‘I know what you 
are doing and it’s good for your future’. Then my mum went to Iran, I was living with my 
uncles and I had no one to support me. My uncle’s wouldn’t let me go to school.  
 
Pawana) When I was 14, I opened a school for uneducated girls in my father’s house. Our 
culture doesn’t accept us to be on a high level with men or that we go alone somewhere or 
work with boys. They think girls are never powerful. They think that girls are lower. But, I 
felt that if the girls learned something it would good for us, the women of Afghanistan, to 
become strong. At the time the war had finished and there was no Taliban. After the war, it 
was like everyone woke up and started an activity, like sewing class, to get some skills for 
their life. But I didn’t know how to do those things so I opened a school for reading and 
writing. I separated the space with curtains into 3 classrooms and I taught them to read and 
write until they reached grade 7. Then, I went with them to register for high school. Some of 
them have called me here in Australia to tell me they are now going to university. They are 
studying economics, accounting and languages. 
 
Shakila) When I finished year 9, I went to Pakistan. I was studying in Pakistan, but I couldn’t 
go to university because I didn’t have an identity card.  I was learning English and did a 
teacher training course. For one year, I taught primary school children up to grade 6. I was 
21 when I came to Australia. I learned English and I got into university and did health 
science. This year I changed to International Relations. I felt I was stuck in science, I like 
social things. I have now finished my first year of International Relations. 
 
Shukira) I graduated from high school this year. I want to study sociology and child 
psychology. In high school I had a really good teacher who helped me a lot. Whenever I felt 
hopeless, she made me feel strong. I went to school with zero English, but she made work 
easier and made me feel confident. Even if I had personal problems, I trusted her to tell her. 
She cried when we graduated. 
 
Women’s rights: 
 
Shakila) Men design women’s lives for them. If you are a bright woman, they think you are a 
witch. But we are a generation in transition. We know our rights and we fight for them. 
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Machemeh) We know what a good relationship with a man looks like. If I know everything I 
need to know then my husband cannot mess with me.  He is not the boss and I am not the 
boss. I reflect on the experiences of my mother. If she knew what I know, then her life 
would have been very different. If I were in Africa with God knows how many kids my life 
would be so different. My mother didn’t go to school. My grandmother didn’t go to school. 
But, my grandfather did and my uncle did. My mother now wants me to go to university, 
that’s big on my shoulders. 
 
Pawana) The society keeps women blind. They don’t want women to see the world. One day 
in my village, I stood in the mosque and spoke to more than 300 people about women’s 
rights. I spoke about parts of the Koran that is misunderstood and used to oppress women. 
The clergy believed that if they allowed girls to go to school, they would turn into witches 
and disturb society. I wasn’t allowed to speak in the mosque again. The clergy said, ‘when 
we are talking you have to listen’. 
 
Shakila) At that time the clergy was ruling society. If women remained uneducated then 
they would follow men blindly, and those men would follow the clergy. However, if women 
became educated then they would no longer follow men, the men might then question the 
power of the clergy and the clergy would lose their control over everyone. They thought 
that religion was more important than life. We are not saying religion is bad, but they didn’t 
have the right to decide how people lived their lives. It’s a little bit different now, but still 
many women in Afghanistan are fighting for their right to go to school. People think that 
women are just born to be mothers and housewives. But, we think women from 
Afghanistan are so strong. They are good mothers and can get an education. 
 
Machemeh) Blue and the mosque represents me and my religion. I was born into Islam, but 
when I was younger I didn’t follow the rules. I didn’t wear hijab. But in grade 12 I started 
thinking about what makes me me. It is the religion I was born into and the people around 
me are Muslim. My grandma wears hijab. So, I thought about it a lot and decided to follow 
the religion. I started wearing hijab. Hijab is an identity in the religion. When I was in high 
school I only wore hijab for the month of Ramadan. All the teachers would ask me why I was 
wearing it. I just told them that I had to cover my hair while I was fasting. Now, people 
always ask, ‘why are you wearing that?’ Usually, they don’t judge me, they’re just curious. 
Now, I tell them it’s part of me and its part of my religion. 
 
The future 
 
Machemeh) Every day I have a new idea everyday about what I want to do in the future. 
Now I just have to make one of them come true! I want to be a social worker, working with 
young people. I’m going to go to uni in 2015. I want to do social work because I get along 
with people. And when I came my case worker was really nice, she helped me a lot. I want 
to return the favour by helping others. 
 
The most important things to me are family, education and money, because that’s means 
power. If you have money, it doesn’t make you happy, but it stops you from living in 
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poverty. Back in Africa, all I ever wanted was money because my friend died because she 
was sick and her parents didn’t have money. She was 8 years old. 
 
Shukira) I want to get an education because that’s how dreams come true. After uni I want 
to go back to Afghanistan and help others, especially little kids and women. My dad 
promised he would help me so I want to go back to Afghanistan for 6 months. My family is 
very important to me. Every single person in Afghanistan is important to me, especially 
women because they face so many challenges. If I were in Afghanistan now, I would be in 
the same situation as them. I came here and now I have many opportunities. I have 
education. I can go back to Afghanistan and I can talk louder. I can fight for my rights and 
their rights. I don’t want the same situation that is happening to women now, to happen to 
the next generation. 
 
Shakila) When I was in Afghanistan I thought the best way to raise our voice was through 
radio because we didn’t have TV. I wanted to be a journalist. But now I am studying 
International Relations. I still want to help women. I want to work not only with Afghan 
women, but with all women. I am now trying to find a way how to get there. 
 
Pawana) I had that experience of war and violence that affects women. So, I want to work 
with women, I don’t care in which country. I will work wherever I can. It is a big problem. I 
don’t want this violence to repeat in the new generation. First I will improve myself and 
then I can help others. I need to study more to improve my speaking and my writing, these 
two things are very important for a lawyer. I want to be a lawyer, because I think laws can 
change a country. Being a lawyer was my childhood dream, because of the violence and war 
that we had in my country. 
 
One thing we want people to take away from this film… 
 
Shukira) Never give up, believe in yourself! 
 
Pawana) Everyone has a different situation, you have to be so strong and help others. 
 
Shakila) If you want to see changes, you have to be that change. You have to start it. Even if 
it’s hard, you have to start with yourself. 
 
Shukira) Before you are Afghan, Australian, male or female, you are human. You have to be 
human first. 
 
Machemeh) We’re all unique with ambitions and dreams. Have hope. If you want truth you 
have to work hard. You have to face obstacles. Do what makes you happy and not what the 
world wants you to do. 
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Appendix B: Brave New Welcome Film Script 
Part A 
 
In January 2014, a group of young people living in Brisbane, Australia, who come from very 
diverse backgrounds came together for four days as an experiment. We wanted to know, 
can we make friends across difference? Is it even possible? And how can we do it? 
 
More and more young people are arriving in Australia from all over the world, some as 
migrants, some as refugees, some as asylum seekers, in a time when all around us there are 
messages that people who are different are not welcome. We wanted to see if something 
else was possible, something that reflected how diverse Australia really is, and how young 
people really feel. We wanted to create a Brave New Welcome. 
 
So, with the support of some motivated people and organsations in our community, 20 
young people came together to meet each other, share stories, have fun and talk about 
things that matter. 
 
[personal intros here] 
 
We talked about meeting new people and friendship and connection, especially since we 
are so diverse and from different walks of life. We did activities that were creative, like 
theatre and making music. We shared stories in playful and creative ways. Big stories and 
little stories. We had real conversations about things that are important to us. We talked 
about dreams and courage and risks… And we had fun. 
 
But being together and sharing that experience also brought up more questions for us… 
Like: 
How can we create change if we can’t vote? 
What about Facebook – is that real communication? 
What about employment? Will there be jobs for us? 
What are other difficulties that stress young people out and how can we solve them? 
 
And we also realised that friendship is EVERYTHING to us. It’s like the family you choose. 
Your tribe. Your community. But how can we make friends with people we don’t know, 
especially when we feel shy? 
 
We came up with an image of ‘the shy box’ – it’s like sometimes we’re stuck in a shy box 
and we can’t be open and confident to meet people because we’re trapped inside the box. 
And if you are a newcomer to Australia, if you are still learning English the shy box can be 
even more isolating. We got to thinking about how can we get out of the shy box? How can 
we be more confident? How can we be braver? 
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Part B 
 
One of the ways we decided to be braver was to host a forum for other young people. That 
way we could create an environment where it was easy to talk and meet new and different 
people. We wanted it to be interesting and fun so we joined together with artists, 
musicians, filmmakers and dialogue facilitators. They helped us create a community café, 
which gave us the opportunity to ask questions, tell stories and come up with new ideas and 
solutions together. We asked: When have you felt welcomed or not welcomed? What 
makes a good welcome? What issues are young people facing? And how can we make a 
difference in our own lives and the lives of other young people? 
 
We came up with awesome answers. Like that little acts of kindness make a difference, all 
you have to do is show interest in people’s story. 
 
We also realised that sometimes you have to push yourself to get welcomed. It’s about 
being brave and taking the first step. Start a conversation, get to know people. The more 
practice you have the easier communicating becomes. 
 
And we also have to look out for others. We need to take responsibility to make sure 
everyone feels welcome and has a place where they belong. We are all human beings, that 
means there is always common ground and finding it is the most beautiful thing in the 
world. 
 
But we also know that we can’t change the world by ourselves, we have to do it together. 
This helps us to remember that the second person to stand up is just as important as the 
first…  
 
In fact what makes a difference is if a third person stands up, and a fourth person and a 
fifth. What makes a difference is when we realise that it takes a community to make a good 
welcome, and that everyone has a role to play. 
 
We want to invite you to start a Brave New Welcome. Start right now. Maybe talk to 
someone you don’t know or welcome someone who is having a hard time feeling like they 
belong. Listen to someone’s story. Share one of your own. Because we’ve worked out that 
sometimes it’s hard to share stories, but often it makes you braver… 
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Appendix C: Brave New Welcome Promotional Brochure  
(brochure designed by Brisbane based design studio: Think Big Creative 
http://www.thinkbigcreative.com.au/)  
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Appendix D: Memo 27th January 2014 
This week of creative development is designed to be a way to get a group of young people 
together who would never normally have any contact. We are not tapping into any existing 
community, not importing an established group. It has been envisaged as an out of the 
ordinary encounter, a campfire experience that we will document by making a film. The film 
then is to become the central resource and catalyst for the next stage in the project’s 
development.  
 
On day one, twenty young people converge from the four corners of the city. From the Gold 
Coast and the Sunshine Coast, from Logan, from the inner city. They range in age from 
sixteen to twenty-five. They come from genuinely diverse walks of life. There are several 
Australian born young people with various ancestry. Some are first generation Australians 
with migrant parents. Several participants have arrived as migrants or refugees as children, 
from West Africa, Sudan, Papua New Guinea. There are a few who have arrived as refugees 
and who have been in Australia for a several years. They mostly come as individuals except 
for one group of five boys very recently arrived as asylum seekers (or "irregular maritime 
arrivals") from Afghanistan. They have come as "unaccompanied minors", which means they 
arrived without a parent or a guardian. These young men are all 16 or 17 years old and have 
been referred to this project through the Romero Centre.   
 
On the Monday morning as we gather in the beautiful big open space at The Edge, a 
tentative, reserved collection of individuals are drawn together in a circle.  We are lucky to 
have Cymbeline Bruher, a theatre director experienced in peace building, leading this week 
of creative workshop activities. 
 
The theatre work begins with a simple solemn greeting. Cymbeline gives very specific 
instructions and demonstrates the gesture. Someone in the circle silently walks to the 
centre and faces another person in the circle, who walks to the centre to join them. The two 
"see" each other, place their hands on the front of their thighs and bow, they then "see" 
each other again, and return to the circle, swapping places with their partner. The gestures 
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are performed shyly, but with quiet respect and formality. Cymbeline corrects those who try 
to do it too fast, slowing things down. The ritual becomes an important part of starting each 
day. Its gentle symbolism evolves in meaning as they lose their sense of greeting strangers 
and the group becomes cohesive.  
 
Maddie and I watched this process with intense fascination. On this first day the ritual 
created a safe space for an encounter with strangeness. The formality of simple repeated 
gestures with no variation contained the uneasiness, it equalised the group. It brought 
people who knew virtually nothing of each other, and who occupied such different social 
positions, into safe, close contact, and importantly, the space for this to occur was held by 
the whole group. As we moved through days two and three and four, the movements 
became no less formal but a buoyancy, a playful undertone developed, a sense of 
complicity. The almost imperceptible hesitancy was gone and the gesture became a symbol 
of group cohesion and bonding, like a secret handshake. In their eyes, while they performed 
this ritual, I saw the transformation from careful formality to an attitude that says, “this is 
what we do because we know that we are supposed to be like the United Nations here, but 
really we are just friends who like to play at being strangers”. 
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Appendix E: Audience Feedback to OTC art exhibition  
Audience responses written to the prompt on the postcard: What words or images 
from these stories resonate with you and why? 
 
“Your stories are so moving…thank you” 
 
“Because some of the pictures I can relate to and tell a story that I have been 
through” 
 
“So inspiring to see young women who have been through too much to be excited 
and challenged to create change in the future. I wish you the best of luck!” 
 
“The desire for education - it means so much those who can’t have it and is so taken 
for granted by those of us with access to so much…and then the desire to go back 
and enrich the lives they left.” 
 
“You can do whatever you believe you can - so true and meaningful! Change starts 
with you (me).” 
 
“Thank you for your moving and inspiring stories. I particularly liked the phrase “if 
you want to change then start with yourself! Simply amazing and to the point.” 
 
“The portrayal of reality, the impact of the consequences and the ray of hope that 
flowed through all these stories. Each story matters and needs to be told. Thank 
you.” 
 
“Not being allowed to go to school and then her father changing his mind. Purple is 
pure. These were moving stories…the metaphor of the collage allowed for multiple 
and complex meanings to emerge.” 
 
“Gift of birthrights taken for granted. What becomes a part of all our colours 
collected and collaged. Thank you for unfolding life and your truth.” 
 
“How difficult things are for many women in the world. Hope Courage 
Understanding.” 
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“Your stories moved me beyond words. Let us grow and empower each other. 
Amazing!” 
 
“The women’s face with the blindfold. It’s like women have no identity when eyes 
are hidden; they are nothing!” 
 
“Strong women - determined poignant. Stories need to be shared beyond us who 
know them”. 
 
“Family, loss, community, hope and help. Such courage from the young women. I 
was deeply moved. Thank you.” 
 
“The strength and resilience of these young women is inspiration and their optimism 
is just what our country needs.” 
 
“Strong colourful images and sad stories. Optimism and joy for the future. 
Wonderful women. Thank you. Welcome to our land!” 
 
“Rewarding, moving, respectful.” 
 
“Thank you for being so brave in telling your stories. Dream BIG.” 
 
“Beautiful stories of resilience and hope. Thank you for your courage to share. May 
all your aspirations come to fruition.”  
 
“Be the change you want. Make your life better. Such wonderful empowering words. 
Thank you.” 
 
“These are powerful reminders of the importance of stopping to tell our stories with 
those who share and experience our stories with us”. 
 
“Inspired by your courage to speak and share”. 
 
“Never give up on your dreams and what you believe in!!” 
 
“Absolutely stunning! How little Australians know about what is happening in their 
own country. I have been inspired to make a change. Thank You!” 
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Appendix F:  Questionnaire distributed to audience members 
at the Refugee Film Festival in 2014 at the State Library of 
Queensland 
 
 – Questionnaire – 
Signs of Life: Mapping the Role of Life Narratives in Social Justice Activism  
QUT Ethics Approval Number 1300000282 
 
 
1) What is your age range?  
o 18-25 years 
o 26-65 years 
o 65 years plus 
 
 
2) What is your postcode?  ______________ 
 
 
3) What is your gender?  
o Male 
o Female 
o Transgender 
 
4) In regards to the collection of stories you viewed/heard today, please rate: 
 (circle a number) Not much              A lot 
A How much viewing these digital stories/ videos/ 
films affected you? 1 2 3 4 5 
B How much your eyes were opened to an 
experience, issue, idea or point of view that you 
hadn’t fully considered? 
1 2 3 4 5 
C To what extent the stories inspired you to take 
some action, or make a change? 1 2 3 4 5 
D To what extent this experience made you want to 
talk to people about what you saw, heard or felt?  1 2 3 4 5 
E To what extent the stories made you want to seek 
out more information about the experiences, 
issues and ideas raised? 
1 2 3 4 5 
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5) Did any particular story make an impression on you? Which one/s? 
 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
6) Do you see any overall meaning or theme in the collection of stories you saw/heard?  
If so can you describe this in a phrase or sentence? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
7) Do you think this collection of stories is most relevant: 
o At a local level 
o At a national level 
o At a global level or  
o At multiple levels?  
Can you explain your answer? 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
Your response to this questionnaire will remain anonymous. Personal details completed 
here will be recorded separately from your answers in the questionnaire above. 
Participation in this questionnaire is voluntary. By completing this questionnaire you are 
indicating that you’ve read the information about the project and consent to participate.  
 
 
Thank you for your time.  
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Appendix G: Memo 29th January 2014 
Today Maki told a story which stopped us in our tracks. The group have been getting the 
hang of playback theatre and when Maki shared her story it started off like many of the 
other “small stories”. Maki’s tale was clarified through a question and answer process with 
the playback theatre “conductor” (Cymbeline) and then improvised by a group of four 
“actors” (other Brave New Welcomers) in the playback style.  
 
Maki recounted how in Guinea as a small child of six or seven years, she was sent to collect 
the water from a communal source in the village where she lived with her grandmother. 
Waiting in line she was pushed over in the mud by another little girl the same age. When 
she returned home crying, with no water, covered in mud, her grandmother’s hackles rose. 
She marched Maki over to her friend’s house and proceeded to admonish the girl’s mother 
with vocal and energetic indignation.  
 
While this encounter was taking place Maki and the other little girl made friends and began 
to play. Ten years later, this little girl has miraculously ended up gaining entry into Australia 
as a humanitarian entrant too, like Maki. As young women these two remain firm friends to 
this day.  
 
Listening to this story and witnessing the performance had an impact on the whole group, 
including Madeleine and I. C’s performance as the grandmother was formidable, which lent 
a depth to the idea of advocacy that had perhaps been a bit academic up to this point. Later 
Madeleine and I discussed this episode, tracing the connections and insights that were 
evoked for us by the performance of Maki’s story:   
Nina: I think the highlight for me was Maki’s story about her grandmother and the little girl 
who she fought with in Guinea, was it Guinea where that story took place? fetching the 
water. You get a picture in your mind don't you of her fetching the water. But I think that 
story was nice because it was a link between then and now because it's the same little girl is 
her best friend, here, now. 
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Madeleine: And it's just a phenomenal story. How the hell does a best friend end up in the 
same place? It was just amazing… 
 
Nina: And her grandmother's fearsome protection 
 
Madeleine: And that we already knew so much about the grandmother from her 
involvement in the other project so it was interesting to see the character reappear in a 
different way 
 
Nina: It was wasn't it? Hey that grandmother is quite an important character.  I think that 
was what I was thinking about before when I was saying it was nice having in Maki involved 
in both projects, the grandmother features really strongly 
 
Madeleine: Its actually Maki’s grandmother who has been involved in both projects. I hope 
she comes to International Women's Day. We could actually meet her. 
 
Nina: The grandmother spanned both projects, she spanned both countries, the other thing 
that was interesting that Cymbeline said about the project was that it was almost the 
confrontation that the grown-ups were having that allowed the children to become friends 
and there is something in that…about being young and needing the protection of an adult 
…and the unaccompanied minors, the boys not having that…and the importance of Maki’s 
grandmother advocating for her and creating that space where she can make friends. So 
perhaps there is a nice little metaphor there about the role of grown-ups in children's lives. 
You create a space. You go out there and fight for them and this means they are free to 
make friends.  
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